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Summary 
 
At the opening of each episode of The Lone Ranger radio series, audiences are invited to 
“return with us now to those thrilling days of yesteryear”. From 1933 through to 2013 
productions of The Lone Ranger media franchise have continued to extend this 
invitation. The evocation of the past through The Lone Ranger franchise includes Tonto: 
the masked man’s Indian1 sidekick. Tonto has remained an element of the franchise 
since the inception of The Lone Ranger and the development of Tonto presents an 
intriguing map of changing Indian characterization across the twentieth-century. This 
study argues that Tonto has developed as the masked man’s foil to incorporate colonial 
violence and Anglo-American culpability into The Lone Ranger narratives. In doing so, 
this thesis notes that Tonto’s assimilation within narratives of The Lone Ranger can be 
read like a parable, presenting a model of appropriate social responses for the 
interrelation of races through the masked man and Tonto’s partnership. The structure 
and style of Tonto’s assimilation develops gradually in the franchise over the course of 
the twentieth-century. Initially Tonto’s assimilation suggested a Romanticized future for 
the Indian following colonization. However, later productions of The Lone Ranger 
juxtapose assimilation with extermination. In analysing the development of Tonto, this 
thesis examines six features of the character. The first three are foundation concepts 
consisting of the idea of the Indian, the Western genre and franchise theory and 
                                                     
1
 Italics have been employed to note the colonial usage of the term, which is detailed later in the 
Introduction. 
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development. The second three are constant facets of characterization comprised of 
Tonto’s status as an Indian, the recurring theme of Manifest Destiny in The Lone Ranger 
texts, and the growth of Tonto parallel to activism of the 1960s and 1970s. This thesis 
contributes to knowledge as the first study of Tonto as an ongoing development rather 
than a static characterization discussed in broad terms. 
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Introduction 
 
This thesis is a study of Tonto’s development as an Indian character from 1933 through 
to 2013. It argues that Tonto has developed from a caricature to acknowledge colonial 
violence and Anglo-American culpability. This study of Tonto’s development examines an 
eighty-year period of The Lone Ranger media franchise. As such, this document is the 
first study to approach Tonto from the perspective of long term development rather 
than focusing on particular periods and distinct Lone Ranger texts. Thus this exploration 
of The Lone Ranger franchise encompasses the popular and unpopular, common and the 
obscure as well as canonical works. Cross-disciplinary textual analysis is used as the key 
methodology here, drawing on Native American studies, post-colonialism, cultural 
studies, media and genre theory to situate the character similarly to an allegory 
articulating key notions associated with Native America in the form of titles, individuals 
and historical details. In the development of twentieth-century media, Tonto endures as 
a racial caricature of transient qualities. As a character, Tonto develops from a figure of 
effortless assimilation that affirms the colonizing Anglo-American society in 1933 to an 
assimilated character that contains a limited acknowledgment of the ambiguity of the 
consequences of colonial dominance.  
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Subject Matter 
 
As an Indian, Tonto is defined according to a recurring set of iconic features. Tonto’s 
broken English speech and buckskin shirt and trousers2 are distinct from the Lone 
Ranger’s plain English and cowboy-cavalryman garments. Moreover, other characters 
identified with Tonto’s race share the character’s dress and speech.  But Tonto is a 
fictional character, with key traits that are drawn from long established and widely 
employed stock tropes throughout the Western genre, explored in chapters two and 
three. By referring to Tonto as an Indian, this thesis refers to the character type 
prevalent in popular culture, particularly the Western genre. The italicization of Indian 
throughout this document creates a distinction from the colonial usage of the term 
“Indian”. Indian (without italicization) originates with the colonization process and acts 
as a demarcation of the diverse indigenous cultures and ethnicities of North and South 
America. Tonto as an Indian is strictly a character type and construction of popular 
culture from within the United States, and as such is the focus of this thesis. 
Through articulations of historic events, legislation such as the reservation system or the 
treaty process and titles of cultures throughout Lone Ranger narratives, the idea of 
Tonto as an Indian develops parallel to the concept of Native America. The phrase 
“Native American” was first used in the twentieth-century, referring strictly to the 
                                                     
2
 A garment commonly associated with Indian characters (Stedman, Shadows 244). Anglo-American 
characters typically costumed in buckskin are those associated with the wilderness, the mark of the scout, 
trapper or mountain man. 
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indigenous cultures and ethnicities of North America within the United States. Native 
American is an all-inclusive term that is externally applied to indigenous North American 
cultures and contrasts with the sheer diversity these peoples. The Blackfoot population, 
for instance, is divided between reserves in Canada and reservations in the United 
States. Conversely, the Yupik are found in Alaska and the Russian Federation’s Far East 
Federal District. Hawaiians are a particular culture within the wider Polynesian network 
and yet are considered to have similar status to continental indigenous peoples in key 
legislation. However, the term Native American is precise in that it arbitrarily 
demarcates and divides indigenous persons within the United States from those external 
to it. Likewise, the use of the terms “Native American” and “Native America” throughout 
this thesis refers to those indigenous cultures that are positioned within the borders, 
written history, legislation and ideology of the United States through colonization. The 
phrase articulates a particular set of ideas that develop parallel to Tonto, aspects of 
which The Lone Ranger franchise draws on superficially, rather than any specific 
indigenous cultural group. Similarly, the phrase Anglo-American is employed throughout 
this study in reference to the mixture of European cultures (English, Dutch, German, 
Irish, Italian and numerous others) collectively associated with the colonization, written 
history, government and ideology of the United States. 
Tonto’s Indian characterization and the national-centric meaning of the term “Native 
American” contrasts with the distinct and particular classifications of indigenous North 
America from within the traditional cultures themselves.  The Iroquois League defined 
itself as a union of six nations - Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, Seneca and 
 
 
 
4 
 
Tuscarora – headed collectively by a council of fifty sachems. The league itself was 
located in what is now the north-eastern United States wherein each nation had a 
distinct territory, language and role within the league. While the Iroquois League was 
defined sharply by a form of democratic government, indigenous cultures such as the 
Sioux were far less regulated. Sioux is a culture associated geographically with the mid-
northern United States, linguistically with Siouan, and a nomadic lifestyle. Sioux is 
further divided into distinct ethnic groups, tribes, bands and camps. The specific 
geography, language and social relation with which the Iroquois, Sioux and other 
indigenous North American cultures defined themselves highlights the fundamentally 
external and colonial nature of the term “Native American”, Indian and Tonto. In 
contrast to indigenous people, Tonto is a construction of popular culture originating 
within the United States and associated with popularized conceptions of history and 
ideology. 
 
Thesis Overview 
 
The Lone Ranger franchise concerns an eponymous masked vigilante in the nineteenth-
century Western United States. For over eighty years – since the character’s creation in 
the radio studios of WXYZ Detroit in 1933 - the figure of the masked Lone Ranger astride 
his great white horse, Silver, has been accompanied by Tonto. The masked man’s Indian 
sidekick, Tonto is often described in the opening sequences of radio and animation, on 
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the cover of comic books and various other sources that shall be explored within this 
document, as “the Lone Ranger’s faithful Indian companion”. Under this title, Tonto is 
synonymous with the characterization of Indians in Anglo-American heritage and 
popular culture, the Western genre, and The Lone Ranger as a popular media franchise.  
Part of Tonto’s resonance in this regard can be attributed to the popularity of The Lone 
Ranger franchise itself, through enduring materials such as The Lone Ranger television 
series. Originally airing in the 1950s, the series still has an audience today through re-
runs and DVD rereleases. But the role of continuing production cannot be overlooked in 
regard to Tonto’s popularity, with each new Lone Ranger narrative revisiting the 
character, aligning Tonto with contemporary understanding and viewing practices. 
Indeed, the popularity of Tonto is highlighted in my own upbringing. While I am neither 
Anglo-American nor Native American and do not claim to speak on behalf of either of 
these cultures, like other audience members around the world I am a consumer of 
popular cultural works that originate within the United States. This consumption has 
included The Lone Ranger from my infancy. The fact that Tonto is a popular and 
enduring Indian character is emphasized by Michael A. Sheyahshe in Native Americans in 
Comic Books, who states firmly that: 
Of all the comic book Indians, Tonto’s character seems most easily 
recognizable. Much of this probably has to do with the longevity of the 
legend of the masked man and his Indigenous companion. Tonto’s 
popularity is precisely what makes discussing this character necessary. 
(Sheyahshe 42) 
Sheyahshe’s argument reflects the manner in which Tonto is generally understood, but 
seldom discussed by scholars. Tonto is a prolific and enduring example of a Western 
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genre character type of the Indian. As such, Tonto’s history presents an engaging and 
revealing map of the Indian across the twentieth-century and beyond. In exploring the 
process of development for Tonto, it is noted that the character is not a single, 
monolithic character that can be understood through a few touchstone examples. 
Rather, Tonto is a character that has undergone changes over time, in various textual 
forms through the media franchise of The Lone Ranger and sharing degrees of similarity 
and distinction. 
This thesis argues that the characterization of Tonto has developed to recoup colonial 
violence. By the twenty-first century Tonto, as a characterization, is increasingly placed 
in narratives that critically reflect on notions of marginalization and violence directed 
against colonized peoples. Analysis of Lone Ranger texts will be used to demonstrate 
this, along with applying a range of theoretical and critical literature from Native 
American studies, post-colonialism and cultural studies. This cross-disciplinary approach 
to Tonto is justified by the argument’s premise, that the character highlights an arbitrary 
and perceived connection between The Lone Ranger franchise and the documented 
historical expansion of the United States. Through this connection, Tonto is positioned 
as holding a similar relationship to Native America as a colonial characterization from 
the perspective of the colonizer that serves as a symbolic referent to the colonized. 
From the outlook of the superficial connection between Tonto and Native American, 
chapters two through seven examine six features of the character. The first three are 
foundational concepts consisting of the idea of the Indian, the Western genre and 
franchise theory and development. These three chapters are largely theoretical, 
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discussing the keystones in the foundation of Tonto as a character. The second three are 
constant facets of characterization comprised of Tonto’s status as an Indian, the 
recurring theme of Manifest Destiny in The Lone Ranger, and the growth of Tonto 
parallel to activism of the 1960s and 1970s. Thus, the latter chapters of this thesis 
feature in depth analysis of Tonto, built on the preceding foundation.  
First and foremost, Tonto is an Indian character. This foundational aspect of Tonto is 
explored in “Chapter Two: Native American and Indian”, which details aspects of the 
Indian character from 1492 to the 1920s. This chapter argues that as an Indian, Tonto 
acts within an established tradition of colonial characterization. This tradition articulates 
an ideological construction of European expansion into North America, suggesting that 
the link between Indian and Native American is not natural or essential but embedded in 
ideas associated with colonialism. The perceived relationship between Indian and Native 
American is not static over its six centuries of development. For Tonto, as a character 
within The Lone Ranger franchise and originating during the early twentieth-century, a 
large part of this development is within the broader milieu of the Western genre. 
“Chapter Three: The Western Genre” provides an overview of the genre. This chapter 
asserts that Lone Ranger texts demonstrate a development of form that is broadly 
related to that of the Western genre, with later productions displaying revisionist trends. 
In highlighting the broader strokes of the Western genre, chapter three provides both 
context for Tonto and the changing portrayal of Indian within the twentieth-century. As 
Tonto is the most prominent and enduring Indian within popular culture of the 
twentieth-century, colonial characterization and genre are not separate but are integral 
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to the character’s development within The Lone Ranger franchise. Tonto’s development 
and endurance are also particular to the franchising process, as explored in “Chapter 
Four: The Lone Ranger Franchise”. This chapter argues that the formulaic series of motifs 
and narratives that occupy The Lone Ranger franchise form a framework through which 
the characterization of Tonto in the role of foil take on specific arrangements and 
presentations. It is these three interlinked areas of production – Indian characterization, 
the Western genre and franchising – that form the foundation of Tonto and inform the 
general trajectory of the character’s development.  
The general trajectory of Tonto’s development as an Indian character moves in later 
decades to incorporate colonial violence and mediated culpability. As the Lone Ranger’s 
foil, Tonto’s Indianness contrasts with both the masked man and other Indians in the 
franchise, as approached in “Chapter five: Tonto as an Indian”. This chapter further 
argues that Tonto’s assimilation functions like a parable, acting as a model of what were 
thought to be appropriate social responses and actions in an interpretative and 
allegorical sense. While the associations of Tonto as Indian change, the character’s 
status as foil does not. As an assimilated Indian working for an Anglo-American in an 
exemplary partnership, a sense of idealism is initially present in the pairing of Tonto and 
the masked man. But it is an idealism that does not endure, falling from use in the 
period of the Revisionist Western and reflected in the changing status of the Indian and 
settlement in Lone Ranger narratives.  “Chapter Six: The Lone Ranger and Manifest 
Destiny” explores the significance of Manifest Destiny as triumphant settlement in 
relation to narratives of The Lone Ranger. While the Lone Ranger and Tonto are shown 
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to engage initially in messianic solutions to smooth the process of expansion in an 
absolute, utilitarian manner, this chapter asserts that this messianic quality is absent 
from productions of the 1990s and onwards. Thus while the basic function of Tonto as 
foil remains in place from 1933 through to 2013, the variety of relationships articulated 
by Tonto in that role change dramatically. A loss of idealism is evident within The Lone 
Ranger productions of the late twentieth and early twenty-first-centuries, detailed in 
“Chapter Seven: Tonto and Contemporary Society”. This final chapter approaches Tonto 
as an Indian character in relation to the embattled status of Native American citizenship. 
In doing so, the final chapter argues that the Indian in general is revised in the period 
following the Native American activism of the 1960s and 1970s, and that the previous 
function of Tonto as foil that highlights the purported virtues of Anglo-America through 
the masked man has been wholly removed from the franchise. Instead, Tonto’s 
assimilation in The Lone Ranger narratives of the late twentieth-century and early 
twenty-first has come to be counterbalanced with the threat of violence and 
extermination.   
 
Scope of Research 
 
This thesis addresses major narrative productions of The Lone Ranger media franchise 
between the years 1933 and 2013. This span of time includes a radio series, novels, short 
stories, a television series, films, and comic books. As a vast media franchise, however, 
The Lone Ranger title also denotes a wider range of varied products associated with the 
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title. Indeed, Lee Felbinger’s Collector’s Reference and Value Guide to the Lone Ranger 
lists a wide variety of products inspired by and drawn from The Lone Ranger franchise. 
The list includes toys, cereal premiums, figurines, bread tins, collector coins, costumes, 
collector cards, badges, radios, silver bullets, clothing, board and card games, posters 
and other items one would expect to be produced by an enduring media franchise 
(Felbinger Collector 13-224). These are not examined here. Materials such as toys or 
breakfast cereals may, to paraphrase Henry Jenkins, enhance a franchise’s branding, but 
they offer little expansion of the fictional setting and thus development of its characters 
(Convergence 94). By contrast, the persona of Tonto is largely established within the 
context of narratives of The Lone Ranger and it is with this character’s development that 
this thesis is concerned. 
This is the first study to consider Tonto as an enduring yet developing character. The 
majority of scholarship about Tonto that is discussed within this thesis focuses on a 
relatively limited number of examples or limits its scope to the study of the Indian, the 
Western genre or popular characterization. Raymond William Stedman’s Shadows of the 
Indian: Stereotypes in American Culture, for example, provides a detailed study of Indian 
characterization from Columbus to the twentieth-century. In his work, Stedman provides 
a short overview of the development of The Lone Ranger franchise from the radio series 
and Gaylord Dubois’ initial novel, The Lone Ranger (1936), through to the television 
series of the 1950s and the animation of the 1960s. In focusing on Tonto as a specific 
and notable example of the Indian, Stedman addresses selective portions of The Lone 
Ranger franchise in static terms. For instance, he provides a detailed argument 
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concerning the use of broken English in The Lone Ranger radio series, which he 
attributes to the franchise as a whole (Shadows 50). But broken English has not seen use 
within The Lone Ranger franchise since the cancellation of Dell’s The Lone Ranger comic 
book series in 1962 and later productions are not considered within Stedman’s work. 
Like Stedman, the noted Native American scholar Vine Deloria also details Tonto in his 
book, Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian Manifesto. Vine Deloria discusses Tonto in 
general terms as an Indian character, avoiding mention of any specific text from The 
Lone Ranger franchise beyond vague references such as “pulp magazines”  (Custer 201).  
In this respect, the work of Stedman and Vine Deloria is typical of the scholarship 
addressing Tonto. The works Edward Buscombe, Jenni Calder, Ward Churchill, Ariel 
Dorfman, Bob Herzberg, Jacquelyn Kilpatrick, Rennard Strickland and Dustin Tahmahkera 
also follows this pattern. Each of these scholars does not consider Tonto or The Lone 
Ranger franchise as a subject in itself. Rather, each addresses Tonto as a noteworthy 
example of the Indian due to the character’s longevity through the franchising process. 
The majority of existing scholarship on Tonto thus displays limited scope, focusing on the 
character as a particular example of the Indian concerning colonial characterization, the 
Western genre or popular characterization. 
Existing scholarship that is specifically about The Lone Ranger demonstrates a similarly 
limited focus, approaching the franchise by focusing on particular moments rather than 
in terms of ongoing development. For instance, Michael Ray Fitzgerald’s “The White 
Saviour and his Junior Partner: The Lone Ranger on Cold War Television (1949-1957)” 
focuses exclusively on The Lone Ranger television series. Though Fitzgerald further 
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addresses The Lone Ranger franchise in Native Americans on Network TV and 
“‘Evolutionary Stages of Minorities in the Mass Media:’ An Application of Clark's Model 
to American Indian Television Representations”, he does so as one example amongst 
others. While Fitzgerald establishes claims about Tonto and the entire program, he only 
gives detailed attention to the first three episode of the television series and its 
associated films (“White” 106-7): The Lone Ranger (Heisler 1956) and The Lone Ranger 
and the Lost City of Gold (Selander 1958). Arguing for Tonto’s position as “a junior 
partner in the enterprise of Manifest Destiny”, Fitzgerald claims the character’s position 
as a “faithful Indian companion” invites the masked man into the landscape of the 
western United States (“White” 95). In this respect, Fitzgerald asserts that The Lone 
Ranger franchise is a symbolic representation of United States intervention “in regions 
being threatened by communism” during the 1950s such as Korea (1953) and Vietnam 
(1955) (Fitzgerald, “White” 98). Appropriate to his argument, the majority of Fitzgerald’s 
discussion of Tonto is defined within the decade of the 1950s. Fitzgerald does not 
address the development of The Lone Ranger franchise but instead focuses on how it 
has been influenced by mid-twentieth-century politics in a very narrowly defined period 
of the franchise’s production, dominated by the anxieties of the Cold War.  
Avi Dan Santo’s PhD thesis Transmedia Brand Licensing Prior to Conglomeration: George 
Trendle and the Lone Ranger and Green Hornet Brands, 1933-1966 operates with a 
similar scope to the work of Fitzgerald. Santo’s study contains a detailed overview of 
both franchises as corporate owned brands until the 1960s. While Santo discusses later 
productions such as Dynamite Entertainment’s 2006 The Lone Ranger comic series, he 
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does so in a limited fashion. Santo’s focus is fixed on the years from 1933 through to 
1966 as a period in which The Lone Ranger and The Green Hornet franchises were 
“particularly successful” (Transmedia 2). Thus, while Santo is concerned with the 
development of The Lone Ranger franchise, his work is focused on a specific period for 
the purpose of contrasting The Lone Ranger and Green Hornet franchises. Whereas 
Santo’s work specifically concerns The Lone Ranger brand as an enduring process with 
moments of prolific and limited success, this thesis examines all periods of the franchise. 
Additionally, Santo’s area of study contrasts the ability of The Lone Ranger to “generate 
merchandising opportunities and promote the brand to sponsors and to other 
licensees”, something he sees lacking in The Green Hornet franchise (4). In contrast, this 
thesis focuses more closely on narratives of The Lone Ranger and Tonto as enduring 
processes of formula and narrative rather than fixated on a particular moment of wider 
branding and franchise development.  
Chadwick Allen has published four works on The Lone Ranger Franchise consisting of 
“Hero with Two Faces: The Lone Ranger as Treaty Discourse”, “Omnimedia Marketing: 
The Case of The Lone Ranger”, “Sight in the Sound: Seeing and Being Seen in The Lone 
Ranger Radio Show”  and “Tonto on Vacation, or How to be an Indian Lawyer”. 
Throughout his work, Allen discusses The Lone Ranger franchise with varying degrees of 
emphasis. In “Hero with Two Faces”, for instance, Allen focuses on the 1949 television 
series. Similarly, in “Tonto on Vacation” Allen discusses The Lone Ranger’s Companion 
Tonto, a comic book series published by Dell Comics from 1951 through to 1959. In 
“Omnimedia Marketing: The Case of The Lone Ranger” Allen examines the franchise’s 
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progression as a whole, exploring in detail the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s as the time in 
which The Lone Ranger franchise was “pervasive” and “vibrant” (“Omnimedia” 479). 
While “Omnimedia Marketing” addresses The Lone Ranger franchise after the 1950s and 
until the early 2000s it does so only in the final few pages. Allen is specific in how he 
situates The Lone Ranger texts after the 1950s, arguing that these examples of the 
franchise are a mere “ghostly presence” (“Omnimedia” 479). In doing so, Allen frames 
new productions as expressions of “nostalgia” that quickly fall “into obscurity”, 
overshadowed by the image of the masked man presented by Clayton Moore in the 
1950s television series (“Omnimedia” 479). Allen’s “Omnimedia Marketing” provides an 
expansive study of The Lone Ranger franchise, situating within its scope franchise 
licensing and associated products “from colouring books to pyjamas” (“Omnimedia” 
463), but not the developing features of The Lone Ranger narrative or the presentation 
of its characters. In each article, however, Allen maintains a focus on the 1950s as the 
optimum moment of The Lone Ranger franchise.  
As shall be noted in chapter four, it cannot be denied that the 1950s featured a vast 
quantity of The Lone Ranger productions or that Lone Ranger productions of the decade 
maintained a highly formulaic quality, with little diversity of narrative or characterization 
of the masked man and Tonto. As such, the work of Fitzgerald, Santo and Allen contains 
a clear sense of hierarchy in their respective discussions of The Lone Ranger, 
emphasizing a single decade of production out of eighty. This thesis advocates a distinct 
broader perspective by viewing each production as a individual contribution to the wider 
franchise and process of development. It argues that from the perspective of franchise 
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development all periods are equally valid as part of continuing development that 
involves the ongoing addition of diverse creative talents. Moreover, from the 
perspective of Tonto it is in the 1960s and later decades that the character develops in a 
meaningful sense as an Indian characterization. In contrast to the work of Fitzgerald, 
Santo and Allen, the perpetual development of Tonto as an Indian characterization 
defines the perspective of this study.   
 
Key theoretical approaches 
 
Examining Tonto as a United States-based colonial characterization and enduring figure 
in The Lone Ranger media franchise, this study employs a cross-disciplinary 
methodology. This thesis moves from a general to a specific understanding of Tonto 
drawing on post-colonialism, Native American Studies, cultural studies, genre and media 
theories. Drawing specifically on the ideas of Edward W. Said and Frantz Fanon, post-
colonial theory is used to establish a framework for analysing colonial characterization. 
The ideas of Said and Fanon are thus introduced in “Chapter One: Theoretical 
Framework” where an overview of colonial characterization is presented. This overview 
is expanded throughout the thesis and revisited in “Chapter Six: The Lone Ranger & 
Manifest Destiny” and “Chapter Seven: Tonto & Contemporary Society”. In the latter 
two chapters, The Lone Ranger franchise’s idealization of the colonial situation and its 
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juxtaposition with frontier violence in twenty-first century texts is discussed by drawing 
on post-colonial theories, engaged with Native American studies and genre theories.  
The work of Native American Studies scholars Robert Berkhofer and Philip Deloria is 
employed to explore the Indian specifically. “Chapter Two: Native American and Indian” 
introduces the Indian as a North American colonial characterization, and is engaged 
again in “Chapter Five: Tonto as an Indian” to address the idealized colonizer-colonized 
partnership of the masked man and Tonto. While focused on the idea of the Indian, 
chapters two and five additionally draw on and engage in a discussion of the Western 
genre. The Western genre is also explored as an entity in itself through genre theories 
and the perspectives of Richard Slotkin and Richard White. Beginning in “Chapter Three: 
The Western Genre”, this aspect of the study focuses on the tenuous relationship 
between the Western genre and the history of the United States. As such, theories of 
genre are used in chapters six and seven in conjunction with post-colonialism and Native 
American studies to develop the analysis of The Lone Ranger franchise’s developing 
presentation of colonization further.  
In addition, the progression of The Lone Ranger as a media franchise is addressed 
through the ideas of media theorists Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott, Henry Jenkins 
and Stuart Hall. Beginning with “Chapter Four: The Lone Ranger franchise”, media theory 
is employed to examine The Lone Ranger franchise specifically as an enduring example 
of the Western genre, and Tonto as a persistent Indian character. By drawing on this 
combination of theoretical approaches, the cross-disciplinary methodology of the thesis 
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provides a means to address both Tonto’s status as an ongoing and evolving colonial 
characterization in the media franchise. 
 
Existing Scholarly Readings of Tonto 
 
Explored within this section are three prominent academic readings of Tonto. The 
character of Tonto has been interpreted as a “tame” Indian, a sidekick and thirdly, a 
caricature of racial identity. Each of these readings are common viewpoints, shared 
between multiple academics, predominantly in the fields of genre (the Western), race 
(Native American) and colonization. As noted above, each scholar discussed below 
approaches Tonto in terms of a limited number of individual Lone Ranger productions.  
 
A “Tame” Indian 
 
Tonto is often discussed as a “tame Indian”, a phrase that is employed by Jenni Calder in 
her book, There must be a Lone Ranger: the American West in Film and Reality (179). 
The view of Tonto as a “tame” Indian can be seen to primarily focus on Tonto’s 
relationship with the masked man. In this regard, both figures are positioned as 
touchstones for the wider ideas associated with both Anglo-American identity and 
Indian characterization. Specifically, Calder associates Tonto’s “tame” status with the 
character’s role as a “loyal sidekick”, aligning the Lone Ranger character with the likes of 
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Gene Autry (1907-98), Roy Rodgers (1911-98) and other cowboy protagonists who 
became “institutionalised in the late thirties and forties” (179). In doing so, Calder 
approaches Tonto as part of the wider milieu of Western characters.  
While Calder’s viewpoint is shared by Allen, her focus is not. In “Hero with Two Faces: 
The Lone Ranger as Treaty Discourse” and “Tonto on Vacation, or How to be an Indian 
Lawyer” Allen is largely concerned with Tonto’s relationship with Anglo-America as 
represented by the Lone Ranger. Here Allen argues that “the classic Lone Ranger-Tonto 
pairing offered White-American consumers a palatable symbol of domination” (“Hero” 
619). Similarly, in “Tonto on Vacation” Allen discusses The Lone Ranger’s Companion 
Tonto. Noting that the comic series situated Tonto as the protagonist, Allen argues that 
the character acts in this capacity “seemingly of his own volition” rather than at the 
masked man’s direction (“Tonto” 142). Allen also argues that the comic book positions 
Anglo-America as guilty of colonial expansion but consistently assigns blame to 
individuals as “the result of their personal moral failings”, not Anglo-American society as 
a whole (“Tonto” 147). Allen asserts that Tonto is positioned within the series as a 
mediator of these failings and thus of the issue of colonial guilt, reflecting “dominant US 
fantasies about both historical and ongoing Indian–white and Indian-US relations” 
(“Tonto” 146). Thus, in Allen’s estimation Lone Ranger texts position Tonto in a sanitized 
narrative of colonial expansion. Dustin Tahmahkera, focusing on The Lone Ranger 
television series, echoes Allen’s approach. In “Custer’s Last Sitcom”, Tahmahkera labels 
Tonto as “a subservient ‘Indian’ to his Kemosabe [the Lone Ranger]” [sic] (335). Within 
this process, Tahmahkera situates Tonto as part of a process in which “American 
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sitcoms, like other fictional genres, disseminate normalized representations of Native 
Peoples within the larger-than-television master narrative” (326). The master narrative 
that Tahmahkera is discussing is the wider range of popular cultural representations of 
United States expansion. In this context, Tahmahkera views The Lone Ranger television 
series not so much as a single program but a series of ideas about Indians imparted to 
the audience by the masked man himself as  a figure who, through Tonto, “knows 
‘Indians’” (335).  
Calder, Allen and Tahmahkera concur in the view that Tonto’s partnership with the 
masked man frames the character as an expression of Anglo-America, and also 
ultimately a herald and facilitator of civilization. A similar argument is evident in the 
work of Santo. Concerning Tonto, Santo argues that The Lone Ranger franchise contains 
the acknowledgement “that the Lone Ranger’s Native American companion, Tonto, was 
also his friend” and puts forward a lesson of tolerance (Transmedia 357). Santo further 
argues that both on radio and in television, The Lone Ranger franchise strictly portrayed 
minority groups in a favourable light whilst also engaging in “discourses of difference” to 
reaffirm outsider status (Transmedia 358). Santo in particular notes that while Tonto is 
treated with respect by the masked man in the radio series, the former’s broken English 
dialogue suggests lower intelligence than the “pure English” of the Lone Ranger (358). 
The friendship of the masked man and Tonto, from Santo’s perspective, thus “did not 
mean eliminating difference, nor was difference presented on equal footing” but instead 
presented the Lone Ranger in a paternalistic role in relation to Tonto (Transmedia 359). 
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A similar perspective to Santo’s concept of paternalism is employed by Ward Churchill. 
Unlike Calder, Allen, Tahmahkera and Santo, however, Churchill takes a much more 
critical view of Tonto’s partnership to the Lone Ranger. In Fantasies of the Master Race: 
Literature, Cinema and the Colonization of American Indians, Churchill positions Lone 
Ranger franchise as a “time-honored medium for explaining the proper roles of Indians 
and whites to children of both groups” [sic] (80). Outlining briefly the franchise’s 
development Churchill notes that the radio series, television series, film serials and the 
films made in 1956, 1958 and 1981 position Tonto as aligning himself “with the Ranger’s 
(Euroamerica’s) intrinsic goodness (superiority) by habitually (‘faithfully’) licking his 
better’s boots” (80). Churchill sees “no ending of his [Tonto’s] degradation” an act which 
the scholar later argues is the basis of Tonto’s classification as a “’good’ Indian” (80, 
179). For Churchill, Tonto is a complicit caricature of victimization and degradation 
presented in film, radio and television. The view of Tonto as a tame “Indian” situates the 
character in a complicit relationship with Anglo-America through the figure of the Lone 
Ranger. 
 
Caricature of racial identity 
 
The focus of scholarship that frames Tonto as a caricature is the power balance between 
Anglo-American and Native American within Lone Ranger narratives. As such, Churchill’s 
assessment of Tonto could just as easily be situated in this second common academic 
framework for understanding of the character. In particular, Churchill’s conception of 
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Tonto as a victim of the Lone Ranger is echoed in Fitzgerald’s “The White Saviour and his 
Junior Partner”. Of Tonto, Fitzgerald argues that the character is the “quintessential stoic 
Indian” (“White” 92), but also one who is: 
super-clean and clean-shaven, so in Puritan terms he is trustworthy. His 
hair, although long, is carefully parted, slicked back (tucked under in the 
rear in a sort of bun) and neatly fastened in place with a thin, black 
headband, another signifier of Indianness. His hair is long, suggesting 
femininity, yet it is also very tidy, signifying goodness. (Fitzgerald, “White” 
92-3) 
Whilst Tonto in Fitzgerald’s assessment is a Puritan-like Indian, the “Wild West” of The 
Lone Ranger is not. Fitzgerald asserts Tonto dwells in a “Hobbesian world” (“White” 95). 
To illustrate his point, Fitzgerald cites Tonto’s back-story within the series – in which he 
is orphaned as a child after his family is attacked by a rival Indian group (“White” 95). 
Fitzgerald does not expand on his definition of Hobbes’ idea of the state of nature. 
Hobbes, however, defines the state of nature as the character of humans prior to 
civilization (73). Hobbes elaborates this view to argue that the state of nature precedes 
civilized development and contains: 
no Knowledge of the face of the Earth; no account of Time; no Arts; no 
Letters; no Society; and which is worst of all, continuall feare, and danger 
of violent death; And the life of man, solitary, poore, nasty, brutish, and 
short. [sic] (Hobbes 73) 
In this regard, Fitzgerald situates Tonto’s partnership with the masked man and his aid 
to the former in bringing law and order to the American West as an escape from a 
chaotic and brutal life. Portraying North America prior to the United States as innately 
barbaric, Fitzgerald that argues Tonto is a projection of an ideal of “white supremacy” 
(“White” 98). Fitzgerald attributes this notion to the owner of the radio station, WXYZ 
Detroit, and creator of The Lone Ranger, George W. Trendle, on the basis of Trendle’s 
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membership in the Republican Party (“White” 99). In Fitzgerald’s assessment, Tonto acts 
as an archetypal Anglo-American characterization of Native America (“White” 99). 
Arguing along similar lines to Fitzgerald, Andrew S. Horton examines the masked man, 
referring vaguely to the general milieu of The Lone Ranger franchise, asserting that “the 
fact that the Ranger is a white man must not be overlooked” (572). Certainly, the Lone 
Ranger is a heroic figure who “treats Tonto with great respect”, but according to Horton 
there can be no doubt within the franchise that Tonto must remain isolated and “below” 
the Ranger in terms of physical and mental capabilities (572). In Horton’s estimation this 
“serves to make the Ranger even more unique by demonstrating a harmonious 
relationship between a white and red man at a time that many whites felt the only good 
Indian was a dead one” (572). Tonto, Horton asserts, thus exudes a subtle “theme of 
white supremacy” (572). Horton and Fitzgerald’s respective arguments are mirrored by 
the work of Richard King who, in Unsettling America, argues that Tonto is portrayed as 
“far from human”, presenting instead a “generic creation, a stock melange, conforming 
to accepted ideas about what an Indian looks like” (xii). Largely, however, King is 
concerned with the contemporary consumer status of Native America. King situates 
Tonto as part of his wider argument that “Indianness” remains a relevant and contested 
knowledge for the United States in the twenty-first-century (xiii). King argues that the 
contemporary Native American audience is so far removed from the depiction of the 
Indian in the Western genre that they are more likely “to imagine himself as an 
archetypical warrior and to identify with John Wayne” and other cowboy heroes (12).  
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Less negative than the analyses of Tonto by other authors, the ideas of Stedman and 
Berkhofer suggest that the frequent lack of transparency in the characterization of Tonto 
leaves his motivations and significance open to a range of interpretations. Focusing 
specifically on Tonto’s dialogue and likening the character to Friday in The Life and 
Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, Stedman argues that Tonto is the “best-known 
twentieth-century manifestation” of the Indian character type (Shadows 49-50). While a 
prolific example of the Indian, Stedman further asserts Tonto has “remained a surface 
character, his inner dimensions as masked as the Lone Ranger’s visage” (Shadows 49-
50). Likewise, Berkhofer’s The White Man’s Indian: Images of the Indian from Columbus 
to the Present positions Tonto as a “steady but stereotyped” character (102). Whilst 
Berkhofer does not elaborate on his definition of Tonto, he does refer specifically to the 
radio series’ portrayal. Berkhofer’s assessment of Tonto is, however, very brief and 
explored in the context of early twentieth-century filmed Westerns. The view of Tonto 
as a caricature of racial identity explores the balance of power between the colonized 
and the colonizer, expressed in terms of ideology and stereotype.  
 
A Sidekick 
 
The view of Tonto as a sidekick explores the theme of the character’s subservience to his 
masked partner. Tonto in this view is a character who is helpful, but akin to the role 
Doctor Watson plays in underscoring the brilliance of Sherlock Holmes in Sir Conan 
Arthur Doyle’s The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. As a sidekick, Tonto becomes the foil 
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through which the Ranger’s heroism and Anglo-Americanism is underscored. In contrast 
to the scholarship that views Tonto as a “tame” Indian, which is primarily concerned 
with the status of Tonto as an Indian and the Lone Ranger as an Anglo-American, the 
conception of Tonto as a sidekick shows emphasis on the interaction between the two 
characters as privileged (the masked man) and marginalized (Tonto) respectively.  
Similar to the arguments of Berkhofer and Horton, Vine Deloria frames Tonto as a 
“subservient subspecies of Anglo-Saxon”, likening the character to “the Negro butler and 
the Oriental gardener” (200). Concerning Tonto’s origin along with his analysis of the 
character’s significance, Vine Deloria notes:  
The supreme archetype of the white Indian was born one day in the pulp 
magazines. This figure would not only dominate the pattern of what 
Indians had been and would be, but also actually block efforts to bring 
into focus the crisis being suffered by Indian tribes. 
It was Tonto – the Friendly Indian companion - who galloped onto the 
scene, pushing the historical and contemporary Indians into obscurity. 
(Vine Deloria, Custer 200). 
Vine Deloria expands on his assessment of Tonto by arguing that “Tonto was everything 
that the white man had always wanted the Indian to be”– of low intelligence and 
eternal, untiring, unending service (Custer 200). Classifying Tonto as ignorant in 
comparison with the Lone Ranger, Vine Deloria notes that Tonto’s dialogue renders the 
character “inarticulate to a fault” (Custer 201). However, it is also in the work of Vine 
Deloria that some limited recognition from within Native American Studies of the 
ongoing development of Tonto occurs. He positions Tonto’s tendency to “get the Lone 
Ranger out of a tight spot” as holding “a glimmer of hope” that the character would 
someday “come into his own” (Vine Deloria, Custer 201).  Vine Deloria is vague about 
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how Tonto might “come into his own” or what this achievement might mean. However, 
he does go further to define the character’s relationship to Anglo-America by stating 
that “Tonto was able to universalize Indianness for Indians”, positioning the character as 
a publicized model of social status for Native Americans (Custer 201).  
Showing concern with the masked man’s vigilante ethos, Ariel Dorfman focuses more 
closely on the Lone Ranger than Tonto. In this respect, Dorfman’s work is comparatively 
unique with regard to that of scholars previously discussed. Dorfman does however, 
assess Tonto’s role as partner to the masked man. In The Empire’s Old Clothes: What the 
Lone Ranger, Babar and other Innocent Heroes do to our minds…, Dorfman argues that 
the Lone Ranger’s vigilante activities can be successful as long as the society and people 
he seeks to protect accepts the masked man’s actions as legitimate (128-9). Perhaps the 
most relevant part of Dorfman’s analysis of The Lone Ranger franchise comes at this 
point. Dorfman discusses a joke “making the rounds among kids in the United States” 
about Tonto’s sudden betrayal of the Lone Ranger during an Indian ambush (130). 
Though he does not mention the source, this joke has its origins in Mad Magazine’s 
thirty-eighth issue (1958), featured in their “TV Scenes We’d Love to See” section by E. 
Nelson Bridwell. Each entry in this section features an ironic twist on a then-
contemporary television program.  In this particular comic strip, the scene opens with 
the masked man and Tonto surrounded by Indians, at which the Ranger despairs “we’re 
finished!” Tonto, however, replies with “what do you mean... we?” (Bridwell 42). 
Drawing on Mad’s ironic twist, Dorfman ends his assessment of Tonto and this joke with 
the words “Tonto has decided to talk” (131). In this vein, Dorfman extends his 
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conception of compliancy in the characterization of Tonto, arguing that “as long as they 
[Native America] keep quiet and make their contributions” the Ranger’s mission will 
continue (130). The work of Dorfman is thus somewhat distinct from other scholars 
examined within this section in that he regards Tonto as acting with a degree of agency, 
though not to the same degree as Vine Deloria sees the character as having potential to 
grow.  
The Lone Ranger and Tonto are embodied by a vast media franchise with numerous 
additions within distinct media and time periods. Given the large quantity of 
productions, existing scholarship often fails to encompass the full range of Lone Ranger 
texts. Each of the respective views of Tonto as a “tame” Indian, caricature of racial 
identity or a sidekick is supported by reference to a limited quantity of productions. 
Explored in a limited and selective scope, existing understandings of Tonto cannot be 
said to address the character as an ongoing idea and continuing concept. Rather, each 
scholarly work on Tonto addresses an individual and distinct period of the franchise in 
specific productions. In contrast, the nature of scope and understanding employed 
within this dissertation reflects a wider and fuller view than that previously taken to 
Tonto. In framing the character’s development under the background of multi-media 
and cultural phenomenon of The Lone Ranger Franchise, this thesis discusses the idea of 
Tonto as a growing, developing concept and Anglo-American discourse of indigenous 
relations.  
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Chapter One: Theoretical Framework 
 
This dissertation employs textual analysis as its methodology, along with key theoretical 
and critical literature applied to The Lone Ranger franchise. This cross-disciplinary 
methodology draws on aspects of Native American studies, post-colonialism and cultural 
studies. In doing so, ideas of Robert Berkhofer, Philip Deloria, Tony Bennett and Janet 
Woollacott, Edward W. Said, Frantz Fanon, and Stuart Hall are employed. The focus 
concerning this cross disciplinary use of textual analysis is upon examples of The Lone 
Ranger franchise and their expression of Tonto. It is not focused upon the “accuracy” of 
historical events, individuals and peoples as depicted within the texts themselves. As an 
Indian, Tonto is a characterization of the colonized from the perspective of the colonizer. 
Tonto is thus a constructed character in a specific type, thus distinct from Native 
America as a diverse collection of cultures labelled from outside through the colonial 
experience. The cross-disciplinary approach reflects this, built on the understanding that 
colonization is a process that occurs simultaneously in living experience and popular 
culture. Tonto is part of this process of colonial classification and the character’s 
collective development shows a contrasting set of ideas and conceptions of how the 
Indian, as a concept of demarcation expressing colonial difference, has come to develop 
across the twentieth-century. 
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 The Indian 
 
Throughout this dissertation, the italicized term Indian is employed in reference to the 
popular cultural representation of Native Americans. This reflects the idea of the Indian 
as a popular cultural character type and colonial characterization, recognizing that “the 
Indian was a White invention and still remains largely a White image, if not a 
stereotype” (Berkhofer 3). The conception of Indian as a persisting, Anglo-American 
symptom “of White thinking” surrounding colonialism throughout the Americas is the 
cornerstone of Robert F. Berkhofer’s work (4). Berkhofer’s focus is on how the Indian has 
come to be expressed as a historical process, originating (as discussed in chapter two) 
with European colonization and progressing into the contemporary United States. 
Through Anglo-European colonization establishing Native America as a “single but 
separate collectivity”, Berkhofer argues that the past, present and future for indigenous 
persons across North America is “determined by the preconceptions of White cultural 
premises” (196, 198). These premises are labelled as “ahistorical and static” by 
Berkhofer, situating the Indian into an eternal “Wild West” rather than the 
contemporary period (29). Within this ahistorical past, the Indian occupies an existence 
“as they [Anglo-America] imagine he [Native America] once was, rather than he is now” 
(Berkhofer 29). Berkhofer’s work thus premises that Tonto and other Indian 
characterizations hold a substantial impression on the manner in which Native 
Americans are perceived (29). The act of impression sees the Indian shape what “White 
Europeans and Americans expect” the dress, speech, customs, or residence to be for 
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Native Americans (Berkhofer 29). The status of Indian in the white imagination is a 
product of its expansion, as a form of othering in which the character type has 
historically embodied “what Whites were not” (Berkhofer 29). This thesis draws on 
Berkhofer’s idea of the Indian to denote a type that derives not from Native America but 
from the materials of popular culture. 
As an ongoing character type in a continuing media franchise, Tonto helps in mediating 
the idea of Native America for Anglo-America. In the estimation of Vine Deloria Junior, 
this mediation in general causes Native America to become classified popularly as 
“unreal and ahistorical” (Custer 2). As ahistorical, Native Americans become  a people 
perpetually appropriated as an archaic and “idealized figure” associated with Romantic 
notions of the past (Vine Deloria Custer 2). Vine Deloria further situates the process of 
mediation through characterization as part of a general trend, reinforcing the “mythical” 
beliefs about Native Americans as a monolithic culture of plains-hunting nomads (Custer 
3). Vine Deloria Junior positions his conception of Native America in the context of his 
wider view that the “expectations” established through the Indian obscure the existing 
and ongoing political, social and economic positioning of the former by the United States 
government (Custer 1).The work of Vine Deloria Junior’s son, cultural historian Philip J. 
Deloria, shares a similar line of argument but with further focus on the material shape of 
the Indian and its occurrence in consumer and popular culture. Philip Deloria sees the 
materiality of the Indian occur through Anglo-Americans superficially appropriating 
elements of Native American and a host of other indigenous and non-European cultures 
within a wider “rejection of an older European consciousness” by the United States 
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(Playing 2). Situating this Indian-based rejection of European identity at the foundation 
of the United States, Philip Deloria points to events such as the Boston Tea Party (1773) 
(Playing 2).  He further situates Hobby Indians, the trend to give United States Summer 
Camps faux-Native American titles, and the 1960s counter cultural and contemporary 
New Age movements as a continuation of this rejection (Playing 2).  
Throughout his work, Philip Deloria discusses and explores Anglo-United States identity 
as undergoing a redefinition, struggling to “become new” and separate, initially from 
British society, through enacting the Indian in character and persona (Playing 2). 
Approaching the construction of the Indian as a performance, Philip Deloria’s work aims 
to “transcend dualisms like Indian/non-Indian” (“Historiography” 6). Instead Philip 
Deloria engages with the means, methods and events through which the idea of the 
Indian as an expression of both Anglo-American identity, construction of colonial 
ideology, and popular cultural character type is presented and communicated. He thus 
approaches the Indian as a figure of performed distance and difference that is 
understood and evoked largely “around race, faith, economy, gender, and geographic 
expansion, frontier oppositions, mapped space and human difference” (Philip Deloria 
“Historiography” 8). Approached in terms of space and difference, Philip Deloria points 
to the Indian’s existence not in Native America but the materials of popular culture.  
Overwhelmingly, Philip Deloria is concerned with Native Americans as the subjects of 
“national fantasy” within the popular culture of the United States (Playing 185).  Philip 
Deloria’s exploration of these national fantasies is not directly focused on the history of 
either expansion itself or explicitly the current status of Native America in a political 
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sense. Where Philip Deloria does demonstrate concern with the nineteenth-century 
expansion of the United States is within the “complex genealogy” of the “Wild West”: 
“protorodeo; theatre; dime novel” and other examples of popular culture in which the 
Indian exists as a representation (Indian 57). The larger concern for Philip Deloria lies 
with the idea of the Indian as a character in “the world of texts and images”, and how 
this world translates “texts, images and ideologies into physical reality” (Playing 6). This 
allows the ideology and idea of the Indian to take form as consumer products. In this 
sense, audiences may not have actually participated in frontier conflicts with Native 
Americans, but they may certainly have watched a Western film, engaged in a childhood 
game of “cowboys and Indians” or studied in detail the features of a brightly coloured 
moulded plastic figurine. Such objects and engagement with them bring the Indian into 
the life of the consumer. There is thus for Philip Deloria a concern with the enacting of 
the physical objects and outcomes of characterizations such as Tonto onto the Native 
Americans themselves. Through this enacting, Philip Deloria sees Native Americans as 
the products of “colonial violence and conquest” transformed into popular 
characterizations and “positive” representations of the work and act of Anglo-American 
expansion (Indian 58). The differentiation between the three – history, its outcomes and 
its representations – is blurred for Philip Deloria, obfuscated by an “appearance of truth” 
and “a claim of accuracy” that moves beyond performance as performance (Indian 60). 
In this sense, the Indian as a construction only exists within popular cultural productions 
but articulates key ideological notions drawn from the concept of Native America.  
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The Lone Ranger Phenomenon 
 
As an Indian, Tonto is considered in terms of an Anglo-American characterization 
stemming from colonization. The tendency for popular characterizations to seemingly 
express particular ideological and cultural concepts is explored by Tony Bennett and 
Janet Woollacott. In their study of James Bond as a cultural figure, Bond and Beyond, 
they frame the spy as a noted character who holds “popular currency” (18) – operating 
as the material expression of abstract social ideas. In discussing Bond as articulating 
cultural concerns, Bennett and Woollacott argue for the existence of a Bond 
Phenomenon. In doing so, they suggest that the productions in which James Bond is 
featured “do not adequately convey either the scale or the reach of Bond’s popularity” 
(Bennett and Woollcott 13). Rather, Bennett and Woollacott assert that Bond has ceased 
to be treated as a character associated with a particular narrative, but is instead 
engaged as “a real person with a real history” in a somewhat “tongue-in-cheek and 
knowingly” manner (13). They go on to argue that: 
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It is then, in being granted a quasi-real status that a popular hero (or 
heroine) constitutes a cultural phenomenon of a particular type, quite 
distinct from the hero (or heroine) whose existence is contained within 
and limited to a particular and narrowly circumscribed set of texts. 
Hercule Poirot and Philip Marlowe, for example, have no significantly 
developed existence other than as characters in the novels of Agatha 
Christie and Raymond Chandler and the films and television adaptations 
based on them; one needs either to have read or seen these to know who 
these characters are and the cultural values they stand for. Whereas 
popular heroes also usually have their origins in a particular work or body 
of fiction, they break free from the originating textual conditions of their 
existence to achieve a semi-independent existence, functioning as an 
established point of cultural reference that is capable of working – of 
producing meanings – even for those who are not directly familiar with 
the original texts in which they first made their appearance. Robinson 
Crusoe and Sherlock Holmes, for example, although initially merely 
fictional characters – Crusoe in a novel by Daniel Defoe and Holmes in Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle’s short stories – have since acquired a cultural life 
that is all their own. These figures are lodged in the memory bank of our 
culture. Functioning as focal points of cultural reference, they condense 
and connect, serve as shorthand expressions for a number of deeply 
implanted cultural and ideological concerns. (Bennett and Woollacott, 13-
14). 
In identifying Bond as a character of substance, Bennett and Woollacott outline terms 
beyond the material products of consumption and point to an enduring engagement 
with audiences. By alluding to a kinship Bond shares with significant cultural figures, 
Bennett and Woollacott situate the fictional spy into a role of “significance within our 
culture” (14). They further assert, that through the character’s significance Bond has a 
resonance and function when inserted “into everyday life” through conversation or 
intertextual reference (Bennett and Woollacott 15). Existing as a phenomenon, popular 
heroes occupy an imaginary, yet quasi-real existence as significant fictional figures 
throughout popular culture. 
The Lone Ranger has taken on a quasi-real existence as a phenomenon in a similar 
fashion to Bond. Approached from this perspective, the Lone Ranger not only occupies a 
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wider media entity, but also holds a cultural impression as a figure associated with 
certain ideologies such as Manifest Destiny. The masked man becomes a character that 
can be discussed not only in regard to the physical productions themselves, but also in 
terms of the development of the idea of the character from production to production, 
year to year, era to era. Indeed, the Lone Ranger’s place amongst culturally significant 
characters was stated firmly following the passing of the radio star, Earle Graser – the 
first permanent actor to portray the Lone Ranger on radio after a string of short term, 
one-or-two episode, actors who portrayed the character in 1933. In the April 1941 
tribute episode of the radio program, dedicated to Graser, the audience was assured 
that while the actor had passed on: 
The Lone Ranger doesn’t die and Silver, his horse, will never get broken 
winded. The Lone Ranger under that name came into being for this 
generation for a radio public. But under various names he has been alive 
for many centuries. He was Ulysses, William Tell and Robin Hood. He was 
Richard the Lion Hearted and the Black Prince. He was Kit Carson, Daniel 
Boon and Davey Crocket. (“Tribute to Earl Graser”) 
Through popular culture and franchise endurance, the figure of the masked man is 
likened to these “great white men” – Anglo-and-European, masculine, protagonists - of 
popular culture, history, myth, and folklore. The Lone Ranger is a character that exists 
both in a wide variety of popular texts and one that is situated amongst the noted 
figures of Western literature and popular culture. Furthermore, from their significance 
characters such as the Lone Ranger, Tonto or Bond serve as a “cultural presence” for 
certain “areas of ideological and cultural concern” (Bennett and Woollacott 15, 18). For 
Bond, Bennett and Woollacott outline “ideologies of nation and nationhood”, pointing 
to the character’s status as a secret agent “in the service of England” (34, 101). In this 
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capacity, Bond’s actions fall under the auspices of England’s national interests. For the 
masked man, the ideological and cultural concerns reside with concepts of the frontier, 
nationalism and expansion. This is given the Lone Ranger’s position on the frontier of 
“those thrilling days of yesteryear” to quote the narration heard at the start of each 
radio episode. With the addition of Tonto, the Indian is also drawn into the concerns of 
The Lone Ranger franchise and figure of the masked man. Moreover, according to 
Bennett and Woollacott, such characters are moving signs of the times in that they are 
“capable of taking up and articulating quite different and sometimes contradictory 
cultural and ideological values” at different points in their development (19). As a 
continuing characterization, the development of the Lone Ranger illustrates “significant 
changes” (Bennett and Woollacott 33) in the idea of the “Wild West”, just as Tonto does 
with the Indian. The masked man and Tonto function as quasi-real characters, bywords 
for a certain image and aesthetic of the “Wild West”. 
 
Constructed Pasts 
 
A certain image and aesthetic of the “Wild West” is the context for the presentation of 
The Lone Ranger franchise’s setting of the nineteenth-century United States, along with 
the masked man and Tonto as figures of the past. Indeed, the Indian is a figure 
continuously situated in the past, specifically characterized within the space of 
nineteenth-century United States expansion. Moreover, alongside Tonto and other 
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Indians, The Lone Ranger franchise itself frequently refers to historical individuals, 
places, organizations and events – utilizing specific details in order to construct the 
narrative in a manner common to the Western genre as a whole. History as expressed 
throughout The Lone Ranger texts is an articulation of ideas drawn by varying degrees of 
separation from documented items of history. This much is seen throughout The Lone 
Ranger franchise in frequent references to historical events, places and individuals. 
Gaylord Dubois’ 1936 The Lone Ranger novel, for instance, situates the masked man and 
Tonto in the building of the Transcontinental Railroad (1869). The 1949 radio episode, 
“John Wesley Hardin”, sees the Lone Ranger and Tonto encounter the career criminal 
and outlaw of the same title (1853-95). The Lone Ranger Chronicles similarly features 
“The Fallen Angel of Dodge City” (137-157) a short story from Troy D. Smith guest 
starring Wyatt Earp (1848-1929).  
In Postmodernism: Or, the Culture Logic of Late-Capitalism, Frederic Jameson describes 
the past as represented in popular culture as “a time capsule or an ‘only yesterday’ 
compendium or documentary-nostalgia video” (279). Such historicity is not “a 
representation of the past” but instead “a perception of the present as history”, 
employing the affectations of the past (Jameson 284). Jameson offers the example of 
the 1950s as a period embodied through keystone indicators such as: 
President Eisenhower’s stroke; Main Street, U.S.A.; Marilyn Monroe; a 
world of neighbours and PTAs; small retail chain stores (the produce 
trucked in from the outside); favourite television programs; mild 
flirtations with the housewife next door; game shows and contests; 
sputniks distantly revolving overhead, mere blinking lights in the 
firmament, hard to distinguish from airliners or flying saucers. (Jameson 
279) 
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The style of historical representation Jameson is discussing is less concerned with “facts 
or historical realities” than the evocation of “stereotypes” associated with the period 
(279). Such stereotypes articulate popular ideas associated with the “mass cultural 
representation” of the time period in that they all refer to the events, cultural 
phenomenon, or individuals that were noteworthy within the period in question 
(Jameson 280). Cowboys, stage coaches, dusty frontier towns, outlaws and Indians all 
are presented in the “Wild West” of The Lone Ranger franchise, for instance. The 
purpose of the evocation of the past in popular culture is for Jameson one of 
“defamiliarization”, allowing the audience to gain some “distance from immediacy which 
is at length characterized as historical perspective” (284). Such historical stereotypes, to 
paraphrase Jameson, break down at the moment they confront “serious historicity” with 
their contemporary construction, revealed by stark contrast (296). Popular cultural 
works use historical referents as a vehicle of creating the sense of pastiness and 
authenticity as opposed to genuine historicity. Primary sources paint a picture of the 
past that is pluralized and multifaceted, the secondary sources written from them are 
occupied by revisions, multiple perspectives along with the varied interpretations 
defined under the “historical perspective” of the historian (284). Popular culture’s use of 
history might rely on a general sense of periods – such as the nineteenth-century 
westward expansion of the United States as a “Wild West”. But in history itself according 
to Jameson “there are no such things as ‘periods,’ nor have there ever been” (282) but 
rather expressions of situations. Jameson’s example period of the 1950s began at 
midnight on January first, 1950. In contrast, the conditions of the Capitalist-Socialist 
divisions that are popularly associated with the decade can be traced back to Soviet 
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isolation from international diplomacy in 1917. While history is a form that is organized, 
it is also one explicitly concerned with articulating the past to understand it rather than 
evoking explanations of the ways in which “the characters act and move” (Jameson 282).  
In this sense, The Lone Ranger franchise and other Westerns do not explore history per 
se, but instead superficially draw on the stereotypes associated with nineteenth-century 
expansion to establish their narrative, such as the construction of Tonto as an Indian. 
 
The Functionality of Colonial Characterization 
 
As a portion of The Lone Ranger Phenomenon, Tonto is understood as an Indian that is 
evocative of Native America. Tonto’s function as Indian serves as an example of the 
effect that is discussed by Edward W. Said when he claims narrative “asserts that the 
domination of reality by vision is no more than a will to power, a will to truth and 
interpretation, and not an objective condition of history” (Orientalism 240). As an article 
of design whose material existence is formed in popular consumption, Tonto has no 
more of a connection to a specific Native American individual, culture or ethnicity, than 
Yogi Bear has to a specific example of the Ursus genus. Yet, regarding the latter, the 
difference between the characterization and its object are understood, but not so for 
Tonto. Said goes onto allude again to this point about narrative, expanding it to position 
narrative as the imagination of empire (Orientalism 240). In the imagination of empire, 
narrative cements the otherwise abstract ideals and characterizations of the state in the 
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experience of its citizens (Orientalism 240). Specifically, Said discusses the Orient. In the 
introduction to Orientalism, Said aims to establish “a way of coming to terms with the 
Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in European Western experience” 
(Orientalism 1). Expanding this perspective, Said situates the Orient in his vision as not 
merely geographically adjacent to Europe or historically intertwined through 
colonialism, the origins of European notions of civilization, or the site of ongoing cultural 
contest. For Said, the Orient hosts the Western world’s “deepest and most recurring 
images of the other” and has “helped define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting 
image, idea, personality, experience” (Orientalism 1-2). From Said’s conceptualization 
this contrast occurs primarily throughout culture and tradition, specifically within the 
literature – the “national classics” (Culture xiii) – of the Western world. While a product 
of an expression of history, the defining features of the past in the form of geographies, 
events and individuals are, for Said, simply varied entities that are “man-made” 
(Orientalism 5). It is not simply that the Orient according to Said is essentially a “creation 
with no corresponding reality” (Orientalism 5). Rather, the Western world’s 
interpretation and understanding of the East does not correspond “with a ‘real’ Orient” 
(Said Orientalism 5). Through cultural works such as literature, Said situates that Asia, 
Eastern Europe and parts of Africa have been “made Oriental” (Orientalism 6). It is the 
disparity between the Orient-as-it-is and the Orient as cultural work that concerns Said 
most, much as this thesis is concerned with a similar disparity between the Indian and 
Native America. 
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Through exploring the conception of othering in highly specific historical, geographic and 
cultural terms, Said also writes about a more general context – the national classics of 
literature and popular culture. National classics are, in Said’s estimation, inclusive of 
characters such as Sir Conan Arthur Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and Daniel Defoe’s 
Robinson Crusoe (Culture xiii, 152). They also explicitly include The Lone Ranger 
franchise as part of  Said’s account of “the long tradition of adventure stories, from 
Odysseus and his crew to the Lone Ranger and Tonto, Holmes and Watson, Batman and 
Robin” (Said, Culture 138). Thus with Said’s conception of the externalized other, he 
outlines a degree of commonality between all colonized characterizations born of 
“embattled imperial contexts” (Culture 16). From this perspective, as Said decries the 
Western world’s monolithic Orient there emerges throughout his work a corresponding 
monolithic, Euro-western colonialism which defines and demarcates the colonized world 
via othering. The ideas that Said exemplifies through the Orient – its peoples and 
geographies – are equally applicable to Tonto as an Indian in the western United States.  
Tonto is part of the interplay between memory, history and representations that are 
drawn largely from “questions of identity, of nationalism, of power and authority” within 
an empire, to employ Said’s phrase for colonial nations (“Invention” 176). Too large to 
be known wholly by the individual citizen, empire becomes a thing of imagination 
associated “with far-flung and sometimes unknown spaces, with eccentric or 
unacceptable human beings, with fortune-enhancing or fantasized activities like 
emigration, money-making, and sexual adventure” (Said, Culture 64). Empire, for Said, 
exists in the imagination of its citizen in terms disconnected from history and geography.  
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Being situated within representations of the frontier, colonial identity and history, the 
various media productions of The Lone Ranger franchise necessarily engage with 
broader ideas about the United States as a nation. As a set of narratives of the United 
States, The Lone Ranger franchise helps its audience contextualize and bind the abstract 
ideals of ideology with the fables of founding fathers, the popular memory of seminal 
events and legal implications of foundational documentation (Said, “Invention” 177). 
The matter is not that The Lone Ranger franchise is an undisputed narrative, but the 
presence of a contrasting and reflected other in Tonto does contextualize its story of 
expansion, vigilance and justice in terms of contemporary race relations. The images of 
the Lone Ranger and Tonto in joint partnership present audiences with an idealized 
pairing that should not be taken as any more than an ideal. Tonto is a colonized other in 
any production of the Lone Ranger.  
Tonto throughout The Lone Ranger franchise is configured as a colonized character and 
in this sense a victim of the United States (though this aspect of the character is 
underscored to varying degrees in particular eras). Indeed, Said asserts the colonized 
remains configured as a victim, even in the postcolonial narrative (“Representing” 206). 
Drawing on the colonial division Frantz Fanon posits in The Wretched of the Earth 
(discussed below), Said defines the colonized as “the inhabitants of the non-Western 
and non-European world that had been controlled and often settled forcibly by 
Europeans” (“Representing” 206). As Said writes elsewhere of Fanon’s work, the 
colonizing world constructed the colonized as an “object” of narrative and thus “the 
product of human work” (Culture 270). In this regard, the colonized for Said is: 
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not a historical group that had won national sovereignty and was 
therefore disbanded, but a category that included the inhabitants of 
newly independent states as well as subject peoples in adjacent 
territories still settled by Europeans. (Said “Representing” 206) 
From this perspective, being the colonized and classified as such is not a condition that 
can be shaken or removed through events such as political activism or independence. 
The colonized, as an othering classification, remains as a categorization and 
characterization. In Said’s estimation there is no “recovery” from having been classified 
as the colonized (“Representing” 206). Rather, marginalized characterization and 
othering endures “with lasting, indeed grotesquely unfair results” (Said, “Representing” 
206). For Said such results endure even after national independence from the colonizing 
nation has been achieved in the form of the documented and characterized conditions 
of “poverty, dependency, underdevelopment, various pathologies of power and 
corruption” (“Representing” 206). Such enduring characterization sees the colonized 
characterized not as victims of a colonial present but enduring “victims of their past” 
(Said, “Representation” 206). Said is careful in his description of the colonized as a 
victim, which is “far from being a category that signified supplication and self-pity” but 
instead one broadly denotes marginalization and othering (“Representation” 207). The 
colonized as the marginalized victim of their past is thus: 
fixed in zones of dependency and peripherally, stigmatized in the 
designation of underdeveloped, less-developed, developing states, ruled 
by a superior, developed, or metropolitan colonizer who was theoretically 
posited as a categorically antithetical overlord. (Said, “Representation” 
207) 
 The idea of the colonized as an enduring marginalized group thus expands the category 
considerably “to include women, subjugated and oppressed classes, national minorities, 
and even marginalized or incorporated academic subspecialties” (Said “Representation” 
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207). Under this wider definition the colonized has the potential to be applied to “a 
great many different, but inferior, things, in many different places, at many different 
times” (Said “Representation” 207). But always the colonized remains the victim of 
history. In this sense the entire background of colonial expansion, conquest and ongoing 
conflict reverberates within colonial and post-colonial society. While dwelling in the past 
of the post-colonial society, the conflict thus remains at the forefront of the post-
colonization mindset wherein the colonized remains configured as objectified as 
opposed to an actor who engages with their own characterization and representations. 
The marginalized person is caught in a matrix of being both the inspiration and subject 
of colonial characterization. Approaching the franchise’s depiction of the United States 
through Tonto as a colonial characterization is not necessarily historical or 
anthropological. Rather, it is far more literary in its outlook, exploring the United States 
not in terms of empirical facts but popular cultural representation. The linkage between 
the colonized and characterization is situated by Homi K. Bhabha as deeming the former 
“both the cause and effect” of the latter (Location 83), despite not being precisely 
anthropological or historical in its reckoning. Bhabha frames the processes of colonial 
characterization as an imprisoning circle of interpretation wherein the colonized is 
drawn upon as inspiration by the colonizer who in turn creates images that are both 
distorted and imposed. As an aspect and feature of colonial rule, colonial 
characterization is presented by Bhabha as being not only a “racist stereotypical 
discourse”, but a distinct expression of hierarchy (Location 83). As part of Bhabha’s 
theory of broader knowledge of cultural difference, enunciation, and stereotype, the 
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idea that there exists an implied relationship between Tonto and Native American 
presumes that the latter is a pre-existing concept which has undergone some form of 
recognition – unwilling, unknowingly or both – by the United States based popular 
culture industry (Location 83). Through the process of representation in cultural forms, 
Bhabha argues, that the colonizer comes to terms with the colonized (Location 9). It is 
through popular culture that the act of invasion and rule take on their most visible and 
intricate forms in constructing colonial characterization. 
Within colonial characterization, the colonizer over the colonized is the typical 
arrangement. The state of hierarchy is present in The Lone Ranger franchise through the 
arrangement of the Lone Ranger and Tonto (but never Tonto and the Lone Ranger) with 
the former in the leading role. Bhabha argues that a character such as the Lone Ranger 
presents the “normalization” of colonial hierarchy in popular culture for the colonizing 
society (Location 83). In establishing this perspective, Bhabha draws on Frantz Fanon’s 
Toward the African Revolution.  Fanon’s work in general addresses the colonized person 
along the lines of race, class, colonial violence, and national culture. Indeed, Fanon 
emphasizes the division of the colonist and colonized strongly, framing both as separate 
“species” of human (Wretched 1). The placement of the word – species – inside inverted 
commas here reflects how it is presented in Fanon’s own work. This reflects that Fanon 
is not discussing literal “species” of human but rather distinct and separated 
categorizations of citizen. For Fanon, the colonial world is one that is highly 
“compartmentalized” and these divisions are typically insurmountably divided 
throughout his work (Wretched 3). There is no distinction in his theory between the low 
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brute colonizer and the regal, lordly imported governor, or between house and field 
colonized people. Though these are certainly ideologically weighted caricatures, and 
such categories exist within Fanon’s work. But each caricature is situated in one of two 
totalizing camps – the colonizer and the colonized, the humanized and dehumanized 
(Black 8). Fanon however, argues directly that classifying the colonial is a simplification 
of culture. This categorisation fails in: 
taking into consideration values borne into the cultural, incarnated by 
men. Rather, this behaviour betrays a determination to objectify, to 
confine, to imprison, to harden. Phrases such as ‘I know them’, ‘that’s the 
way they are’, show this maximum objectification successfully achieved.  
Exoticism is one of the forms of this simplification. It allows no cultural 
confrontation. There is on the one hand a culture in which qualities of 
dynamism, of growth, of depth can be recognized. As against this, we find 
characteristics, curiosities, things, never a structure. (Fanon, Toward 44-5) 
Characterization is thus a systematic process as equally essential to colonization as 
occupation. The divisions and categories of colonized and colonizer are thus definitive 
and totalizing for Fanon. A “black man is a black man”, he writes in Black Skin, White 
Masks, indicating this totality (Fanon 8). It is plausible to extend this to state that an 
Indian is an Indian and, further, Tonto is an Indian – pointing to a similar totality of 
characterization.  
With this process of mediating, informing and reinforcing the concept of difference in 
mind, Tonto does not overtly serve a governmental agenda. Rather, Tonto draws on the 
same ideologies of expansion and colonization that sees the idea of the Indian itself as 
tied inexplicably to the idea of the power and the authority of the United States. A 
power and authority demonstrated through the geographical, political and social 
exclusions and the classification of Native Americans as an external and distinct enemy 
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society throughout the literature of the nineteenth-century and continuing through the 
Indian and the Western in the twentieth-century (as discussed in chapter seven). There 
is in this sense, an implied discourse behind the Indian as image that is tied to specific 
structures of power suggested through the ideological component of the Western genre 
demonstrated in the third chapter. In this sense there exists a position between fictive 
differences within the character type (between Anglo-American and Indian) and 
structures of ideology, wherein popular heroes such as Tonto exist “between them and 
connects them” in popular culture (Bennett and Woollacott 19). Within the space 
between popular characterization and ideology, the characterization of Tonto has 
shaped the basis and public understanding of the historical and political division 
between Anglo-American and Native American citizen. The Lone Ranger and Tonto thus 
exist as characterizations of their respective races that are mutually defining through 
contrast, albeit in a mediated sense through the popular culture industry.  
The idea of colonial division is central to Tonto. The character’s title of “faithful Indian 
companion” not only informs the audience who Tonto is but also that the character is an 
Indian. The Lone Ranger franchise and Fanon’s work thus demonstrate a similar 
assessment of the colonial world as containing only two compartments. The division 
between the colonizer and colonized, by Fanon’s estimation, takes the form of 
“economic reality, inequality, and enormous disparities in lifestyles” (Fanon, Wretched 
5). Invasion as a legacy, lingering spectre and ultimately a narrative of how the colonized 
world and its divisions came to be is also a justification of its hierarchy that looms large 
in Fanon’s work. Perhaps then, for a dissertation about Tonto, the best example of 
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invasion’s looming spectre is the division of national heroes and icons for the colonizer 
and colonized. Whilst the heroes of the colonizer are always the victor and conqueror, 
Fanon states that the “major figures in the history of the colonized are always those who 
led the national resistance against foreign invasion” (Fanon, Wretched 30). And Tonto, to 
state explicitly, is not a major figure in the history of Native Americans but a reminder of 
colonization. Tonto as an Indian, as shall be discussed further in chapter seven, does not 
ignore inequality but instead submerges it through his frequent complicity in narratives 
of the masked man. 
This section has discussed Fanon’s ideas with a general application to Tonto. As Said 
does with the Middle East, however, Fanon holds a geographic and cultural focus on 
Africa throughout his work, rather than focusing on North America. Part of this for 
Fanon is concerned with the status of “the North African who has emigrated to France” 
and extends into the “inhumanity” imbued from France to its colonies (Toward 13). 
However, while certainly focused on Africa under colonial rule Fanon’s argument in this 
regard also act as a touchstone for the wider demarcation and totalisation of the 
individual under colonialism. Much as the landscape of the western United States as 
colonized space is a key notion in The Lone Ranger franchise, the landscape of North 
Africa as a colonized space is a key area of focus for Fanon. 
There exists a specific context and framework for the application of post-colonialism to 
the Indian as part of the wider phenomenon and framing of the colonized. But when 
addressed in terms of Post-Colonialism, the Native American and its place within the 
United States is not identical to the characterization of Africans, Asians or other 
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marginalized groups. Fanon saw the post-colonial struggle for colonized identity 
following the Second World War as a global event. In this sense, the Native American 
self-determinist movement emerging out of the 1950s forms a specific point of 
reference in a wider matrix of post-colonial, counter-cultural identity struggles (Fanon 
Wretched 153; Singh and Schmidt 42; Smith 143). Indeed, Sherry L. Smith points to a 
general overlap amongst activists at this time, arguing there was a broad “cross-
fertilization of ideas, techniques, and partnerships” (143). Drawing attention to  the role 
of non-Native Americans in the Native American activism in the 1960s and 1970s, Smith 
argues that a “crucial interplay among Anglo-dominated, progressive religious 
organizations, civil rights advocates, counterculture/Left groups, Mexican American 
activists, black nationalists, and Indians” occurred during these decades, with no 
particular movement entirely separate from the other (143). Fanon is, however, precise 
in his discussion of these wider associations. Specifically regarding African Americans, 
while he notes that there is a need for context in the global post-colonial struggle “the 
objective problems were fundamentally different” between the United States and those 
in Africa or Asia (Wretched 153). Certainly the common denominator between colonized 
peoples in the Americas and elsewhere in the world was “that they had all defined 
themselves in relation to the whites” as colonized subjects (Wretched 153). Likewise, 
Fanon argues that “the whites in America had not behaved any differently” from 
elsewhere in the world (Wretched 153). But the interaction of power and geography in 
Africa and Asia’s struggle to remove colonial power was distinct to the struggles within 
the United States. Where Angola returned Portuguese government to Portugal in 1974, 
for instance, the United States government has historically associated itself as 
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sovereignty with the very geographic body of its rule as a nation founded in North 
America. The issue for Native America in contrast to European-colonized Africa or Asia 
was less concerned with overthrowing rule and far more focused on “racial 
discrimination” (Fanon, Wretched 154). In this sense, the post-colonial struggles of the 
United States are not concerned, as Fanon’s example of Angola was, with demolishing 
the existing social and cultural order. Rather they are far more concerned with a 
reorganization and redistribution of existing economic, social and political capital as a 
form of achieving equity. While Native America holds its own particular connotations as 
the indigenous inhabitancy of the United States it is part of the global question of post-
colonialism following the Second World War. As a colonial characterization, Tonto occurs 
as part of a wide, global context. 
 
Race in Popular Culture 
 
Noting the distinction between Native American and Indian, there are no historical 
Indians outside of popular culture. Rather the Indian emerges from and refers to a long 
process of political and historical oppression to paraphrase Stuart Hall (“Race” 4). Hall’s 
general area of inquiry concerns how “matters of cultural and social” status translate 
into “the power to define” through the popular media “to which everyone was required 
to ascribe” within industrial, consumer society (“Rediscovery” 56). In this sense, Hall 
contributes to the field of post-colonialism in his own distinct manner, but one that is 
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not entirely dissimilar from that Said’s Orient nor from that of Fanon’s concern with 
colonial division. Hall can be distinguished from the preceding pair on the grounds that 
he does not have a particular national, geographic, ethnic or cultural focus as the core 
aspect of his work – instead concerned with the culture of the Western world in general. 
Hall argues that: 
race is more like a language, than it is like the way in which we are 
biologically constituted. You may think that’s an absurd and ridiculous 
thing to say, you may even now be surreptitiously glancing around the 
room, just to make sure that you know your visual appearances are in full 
working order – I assure you they are, people do look rather peculiar, 
some of them are brown, some of them are quite black, some of you are 
pretty brown, some of you are really disgustingly pink in the current light. 
But, there’s nothing wrong with your appearances, but I want to insist to 
you that nevertheless, the argument that I want to make to you is that 
race works like a language. And signifiers refer to the systems and 
concepts of the classification of a culture to its meaning making practices. 
(Hall, “Race” 8) 
In conceiving race as a language, Hall further asserts that the actual physical features 
associated with particular racial categorizations are constructions and cultural 
articulations of difference and othering. In doing so, Hall draws implicitly on the concept 
of the floating signifier, identified by Roland Barthes as part of his theory of semiotics. 
Barthes defines the floating signifier as having ambiguous, varied, mutable or ultimately 
unfixed meaning (Image 39). As such, the floating signifier does not have a single 
signified but instead produces a “‘floating chain’ of signifieds” that forms a sign with 
widely distinct and contextual meanings depending on its surrounding circumstance and 
the audience’s own perspective (Image 39). From a sign with floating signifiers and thus 
varied meanings, an audience is “able to choose some and ignore others” (Barthes 
Image 39). Addressing race “like a language”, Hall employs the floating signifier in highly 
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general terms, approaching a language as an object or act that constructs a message but 
is ultimately open to interpretation. Under Hall’s conception, a text is such a 
construction of a message, producing “a representation of ‘the real’ which the viewer is 
positioned to take as a mirror reflection of the real world” (“Recent” 149). However, Hall 
denies the text the expression of meaning or act of reflecting reality, stressing the 
arrangement of language is based on the absence or presence of recognition (“Recent” 
148-9). Through those features that hold recognition, texts suggest certain connections 
to particular audiences. The concept that Tonto is a Canadian from the Six Nations of the 
Grand River reserve, as asserted in The Dead Dog Café Comedy Hour, due to his 
portrayal by Jay Silverheels (also from Six Nations) in the 1950s television series, for 
instance. Hall thus addresses race as a construction of language. 
Within the language of race, Tonto forms a means by which cultural concerns 
surrounding race, history and ideology are classified and articulated to audiences. 
Essentially, Tonto constitutes a textual construction of attributes that seemingly 
differentiate one race from another (Hall “Race” 8). Indian and the idea of Native 
America, through Tonto, are constructions of language - a stereotyped and shorthand 
expression for “racial and ethnic difference” (Hall, “The Spectacle” 225) not entirely 
dissimilar from notions of colonial characterization discussed with Berkhofer and Said. 
But texts of The Lone Ranger ultimately act “independent[ly] of material relations” (Hall, 
“The Problem” 29) and lack literal connection as a fictional text to the primary materials 
of history depicted. Dime Novels, Wild West Shows and other popular, nineteenth-
century, depictions of the “Wild West” (detailed in the following chapter) certainly 
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occurred concurrently with the United States’ expansion but not The Lone Ranger 
franchise, premiering on radio in 1933. The Lone Ranger franchise invokes a sense of 
history, presenting itself in relation to documented individuals, locations and events. 
The Western genre and the interpretation of the past it presents is often discussed as 
orientated towards the particular perceptions of Anglo-American audiences (explored 
further in chapter three). Such a reading of The Lone Ranger franchise falls within the 
realms of the transmitter’s desired connotation and has both “the 
institutional/political/ideological order imprinted in them and have themselves become 
institutionalized” (Hall, “Encoding/Decoding” 169). Discussing the concept of a text 
containing an ideological imprint, Hall is careful in his wording and frames the preferred 
readings as dominant but not determined (“Encoding/Decoding” 169). While Tonto and 
The Lone Ranger texts are Anglo-American in origin, distinct audiences engage with 
social, cultural or ideological paradigms with varying degrees of agency, status, 
inclusivity and attentiveness. Each audience member is part of a complicated network of 
identities and cultural contexts that may not necessarily align to that of the ideological 
imprint. A neat alignment of an audience with the ideological imprint of a text is also 
improbable as no single audience will perfectly align all their “identities” into a single 
“overarching ‘master identity’” of race, class, lifestyle, sexuality, religion or politics (Hall, 
“The Question” 280). The Lone Ranger contains a number of varied but similar preferred 
readings based on individual productions. 
 
 
 
 
53 
 
Stereotype 
 
The Indian as a colonial characterization is a stereotype in the sense of being essentialist, 
all-encompassing, all-defining and all-inclusive. For instance, the original Tonto of the 
radio series in 1933 exhibited few traits beyond his position as the Lone Ranger’s 
“faithful Indian companion”. And indeed, the two-dimensional, stock character, status of 
Tonto within the radio series is the very crux of two common scholarly views on the 
character: as a “tame” Indian and a sidekick. But the limited characterization of Tonto is, 
above all else, highly practical (Hall, “Spectacle” 257). Tonto’s status as a caricature 
represents the “common and conventional” features attributed to a race that springs to 
mind at the mention of the title (Hall, “Floating” 6) – in the case of Tonto as Indian, the 
generic image of the buckskin-clad, plains tracker with broken English. Hall’s definition of 
stereotype is drawn partially from the employment of the respective works of W.E.B. Du 
Bois’ The Conservation of Races and Richard Dyer’s “Stereotyping” (Hall, “Floating” 6; 
“The Spectacle” 257).  In The Conservation of Races Du Bois outlines race as a historical 
construction, one that is “clearly defined to the eye of the Historian and Sociologist”, 
seeing a particular race attributed through the writing of history with “political, 
intellectual and moral status” (4, 6). Words such as Scandinavian, Zulu, Slav, Chinese, or 
Tartar for Dubois are phrases that describe precise physical qualities, “for the yellow 
Tartar has a broader head than the German”, but categories that are contradicted by the 
literal human body (5). The exasperation of stereotype is highlighted through the fact 
that the concept of “colour does not agree” with physical features on the living human 
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in a manner that homogenous and essentialist categories describe (Du Bois 5). In 
contrast, Dyer’s “Stereotyping” outlines how an understanding “of the people we 
encounter” is established through fiction “from narrators and from the ‘thoughts’ of the 
characters” (“Stereotyping” 27). Within his essay, Dyer further stresses the necessity of 
types in making sense of the world – classifying the type as “any simple, vivid, 
memorable, easily-grasped and widely recognised characterization” (“Stereotyping” 28). 
In contrast to the relative openness and flexibility of the type, the stereotype for Dyer is 
“fixed, clear-cut and unalterable” and ultimately designed to exclude and demarcate 
(“Stereotyping” 29). In short, the stereotype is political and ideological. The idea of 
Tonto as a caricature can be linked to both Du Bois’ concept of history and Dyer’s 
argument regarding stereotype through the Indian. While the stereotype is defined 
through popular characterization, Hall goes one step further to outline that this 
definition is found in the writing of historians, expressed and reinforced through 
circulated “signs and images” in the form of drawings, paintings, television and other 
mass-produced works of popular culture (“Representation” 19). For Tonto to be 
considered a developing example of Indian characterization there must be some 
attributions to the character beyond the “stock” status of the caricature: a distinction of 
the character from the key concepts, ideas, and representations of the Indian 
stereotype.  
Textual analysis of The Lone Ranger narratives is used in this thesis to explore Tonto’s 
development as an Indian. This study is overall focused on the idea that Tonto, as an 
Indian, is evocative of superficial allusions to Native America. However, key to this 
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method is the acknowledgement and understanding that Tonto, as an Indian, is a 
construction within popular culture. As such, Tonto is an external construction that only 
peripherally relates to the cultures and ethnicities of indigenous North America. But the 
manner in which Tonto is constructed stems from the status of the masked man as a 
figure that articulates ideological concerns associated with the nineteenth-century 
United State expansion. Partially, the evocative and suggestive element of Tonto is a 
feature of colonial characterization in general that demarcates the boundary between 
colonizer and colonized in contemporary North American society. While The Lone 
Ranger franchise may utilize documented items of history and culture, these are largely 
stereotypes associated with a construction of the past as part of the manner in which 
the popular culture industry has explained and presented the United States’ expansion 
as a foundational event. Fundamentally, the means employed to establish Tonto are the 
common and conventional features associated with Indian characters in popular culture, 
representing a specific example of an easily recognizable and repeatedly employed 
stereotype and caricature. Tonto, as an Indian, is an Anglo-American creation. The 
character exists through the varied incarnations of The Lone Ranger franchise’s 
consumer products and is featured in the lived experience audiences through the act of 
consumption.  
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Chapter Two: Native American and Indian 
 
Tonto is a contemporary construction of the Indian with origins in the pre-modern 
characterizations drawn from the process of discovery initiated by Christopher 
Columbus (1450-1506). Exploring the process of the Indian’s development from 1492 to 
the early (pre-1930s) twentieth-century, this chapter argues that the Indian has been 
constructed to imply a relationship to Native America. But the Indian is a European 
characterization in origin, emerging simultaneously with modernity and fundamentally 
distinct from indigenous North America. There appear moments of intersection – 
specific occasions of close proximity between living culture and representation in which 
Native America seemingly informs the construction of the Indian, albeit in a third-party 
manner through colonizing figures such as Christopher Columbus, Captain John Smith 
(1580-1631) and William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody (1846-1917). Through contact the Indian 
is suggested by colonizing literatures to articulate the idea of Native America, 
extrapolated “factually” from lived experiences of explorers and colonists. Indigenous 
cultures, ethnicities and individuals are part of the personal experience of these 
historical figures. But the perspective of the colonist is implicated in the writings of 
Columbus, Smith or Cody with the popular market quickly following, if not present to 
begin with. There is not, nor has there ever been, a gleaning of knowledge of Native 
America through Tonto or other Indians, beyond one that is established through linkages 
that are at best ambiguous and ultimately mediated through the perspective of the 
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colonist. This chapter draws in particular on ideas in Native American Studies and post-
colonialism. 
 
Tonto and the legacy of Indian characterization  
 
Tonto has affinities with prior Indian characterizations as part of an existing tradition. 
From the character’s début on radio in 1933 and throughout the entire radio series, for 
instance, Tonto’s dialogue is characterized by broken English, constituting the first 
manner through which Tonto is characterized as an Indian. Stedman credits Tonto’s 
broken English to Daniel Defoe’s Friday from the 1719 novel The Life and Adventures of 
Robinson Crusoe, situating the novel as a direct precursor to The Lone Ranger texts in 
terms of Indian characterization (Shadows 49). Labelling Tonto’s dialogue an evocation 
of colonial difference, Stedman further assesses the character’s speech is “less 
important than the image formed when he speaks” (Shadows 62). Stedman’s 
assessment of broken English is part of his wider exploration of “the stereotypes and 
clichés” surrounding the Indian in popular culture (Shadows 4). The logic of Stedman’s 
assessment can be seen in the 1933 episode “A Frame for Murder”. Within this episode, 
the Lone Ranger and Tonto find a man, Jack Barton, dying in the desert. Giving Jack 
water, the Ranger asks: 
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Lone Ranger: Bring a canteen Tonto. 
Tonto: Uh, me get it. 
Lone Ranger: This fellow’s alive. 
Tonto: Me see him move. Eyes open. 
Jack: Water. 
Tonto: Uh, here. Here water. 
Plain, concise and grammatically correct: the Lone Ranger’s dialogue forms a stark 
contrast to that of Tonto. The dialogue of radio’s Tonto in providing contrast with the 
masked man is not, however, unique but a long standing part of the franchise and 
established tendency in Indian characterization. Moreover, it is easy to see why Stedman 
draws comparison between Tonto and Daniel Defoe’s Friday. In Defoe’s novel, Friday is 
attributed dialogue that strikes a contrast with Crusoe similar to that of Tonto and the 
Lone Ranger. On questioning Friday regarding the practice of cannibalism amongst the 
peoples on the island, Crusoe asks: 
Master. - Well, Friday, and what does your nation do with the men they 
take? Do they carry them away and eat them, as these did? 
Friday. - Yes, my nation eat mans too; eat all up. (Defoe) 
The contrast of dialogue is highly similar to that of The Lone Ranger franchise with the 
Englishman Crusoe attributed clear English dialogue, whilst the Indian Friday is given 
jerky, disjointed language. By the time of The Lone Ranger’s premier on radio, the means 
of characterizing Indian are not only established but widely employed (Stedman, 
Shadows 73). Thus Tonto is not unique in 1933 but an extension and continuation of the 
Indian legacy as an enduring stereotype, sharing characterizing features as part of a well-
established process of colonial characterization. 
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Landscape & Characterization 
 
The Indian, as the idea from which Tonto is drawn, begins with the act of discovery and 
colonization through Columbus on behalf of Spain and develops with the Noble Savage 
and British endeavours. In this sense colonization of landscape and image are not 
dissimilar. In his history of Indian characters on network television within the United 
States, Michael Ray Fitzgerald argues that domination of the landscape, history and 
images are linked (Native 176). In doing so, Fitzgerald draws on Hall’s “The Question of 
Cultural Identity” and the assertion that “cultural landscapes of class, gender, sexuality, 
ethnicity, race, and nationality” give the individual “firm locations” in society (Hall, 
“Question” 375). Fitzgerald likewise employs Philip Deloria’s Playing Indian and the 
concept that the Indian provided a national symbol that was both “new and non-British” 
for Anglo-America following the revolution (Playing 22). In engaging Hall and Philip 
Deloria jointly, Fitzgerald outlines a cultural landscape that is also the literal soil of the 
United States wherein the predominantly middle-class, heterosexual, Anglo-European 
citizenry has employed conquest to establish their own claim of indigenousness (Native 
64-5, 176). Associating ownership of land with control of representation through popular 
media, Fitzgerald situates the Indian in the cultural “terrain that media owners can and 
do dominate” (Native 176). For Fitzgerald colonization begins at the occupation of the 
physical land and its indigenous inhabitants but moves forward into the cultural in terms 
of its means of communication and production (both languages and the means of media 
output) (Native Americans 175).  Under Fitzgerald’s model, media representations 
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present an elaborate interlacing of colonial history and popular representation occurring 
simultaneously and drawing on comparable ideologies of colonial culture (Native 
Americans 175). Developing concurrently with colonial action, Tonto’s lineage and 
pedigree as an Indian begins not at 1933 with the radio series but in 1620 with “the 
Plymouth Colony Pilgrims” (Fitzgerald, Indians 176). Tonto is part of an ongoing tradition 
of Indian characterization with a history all its own. 
The Indian is not a literal derivative to Native America. Literality is not a feat that can be 
achieved by the arbitrary link between colonization of the landscape and image of the 
Indian. In Culture and Imperialism, Said proposes that both the westward expansion of 
the United States and the Indian form an imperial growth and colonial characterization 
“to rival the European” (Culture 63). Thus it is from the expansion of Europe through acts 
of invasion and colonization, in general, that the foundation of Tonto begins. Said’s own 
examination of the Indian in Culture and Imperialism positions the character type 
specifically throughout the wider context of European colonial characterization. Drawing 
on Richard Slotkin’s (discussed further in the following chapter) discussion of nineteen-
century Anglo-America’s self-perception as “a new race of people” free from the sins of 
the past (Regeneration 557), Said argues that the Indian as frontier enemy is the work of 
expansion, ideology and popular culture (Said, Culture 288). The effect of this work for 
Said is the production of “an image of Americans not as plain killers” but a race of 
warriors, explorers, pioneers and hunters within a triumphant and progressive newborn 
civilization (Culture 288). Under this conception, the Indian would be presented as 
historical and primitive, rewriting in the popular imagination “the wholesale colonisation 
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and destruction of native American life” into a myth of expansion and social action, that 
is the Western genre (Said, Culture 63). Thus, simultaneously as Spain, England, the 
United States and other western colonial powers expanded across the Americas so too 
was the Indian constructed. 
 
The Indian Prior to the Western 
 
The foundation of Tonto resides with the Indios, the Noble Savage and the Virginian. The 
origins of Tonto’s characterization as an Indian are associated in general with early 
European anthropological and colonial exploration of the Americas, specifically by 
Christopher Columbus (Berkhofer 4-5; Dickason 64; Stedman, Shadows 7-8). Columbus 
landed on October the second, 1492, in what would become the Caribbean. Through the 
artefacts, descriptions and a number of the people themselves he exported to Spain, 
Columbus provided Europe with “the initial image of the Indian” (Berkhofer 5).  And it is 
with Columbus that perceived linkage of living culture and fictive concept that is invoked 
by Tonto as “faithful Indian companion” begins with the word “Indian”. Berkhofer states 
that as Columbus was “under the impression he had landed among the islands off Asia, 
he called the peoples he met los Indios” (4-5). While the concept of “Indios” has 
remained in the linguistic form of “Indian”, Columbus’ terminology was inconsistent. At 
times, the vocabulary used by Columbus alternated between Indios and references “to 
New World men as cannibals”, the latter in the case of violent encounters (Dickason 64). 
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These were immediate reactions by the explorer and in turn, became the first European 
terminology to describe Native America (Dickason 64). Indeed, Olive Patricia Dickason 
argues that the perception of “Europeans in general” was dominated by the phrase and 
idea of the Indios as an overall theme (64). The term was translated from its Spanish and 
Portuguese usage to Indigenes for the French and Indianer for the Germans (Dickason 
64). As such, the Indian originates entirely with Europe and not the Americas.  
Columbus’ perception of being within Asia situated his use of the term Indios into a 
wider, pre-existing European perspective. It is from the European perspective that the 
Indian takes shape in Anglo-American colonial popular culture (Berkhofer 90-6; 
Steadman, Shadows 10; Churchill 6-13).  
While defined as Asian, the Indios were conceived as “fascinating creatures” surrounded 
by wilderness (Stedman, Shadows 6). In contrast, as Peter Mason argues, when 
Columbus used the term “cannibal” the explorer was employing the classification of the 
other similar to the Medieval tradition of Plinian or “monstrous human races” following 
“the various traits of the Greek and Roman accounts” of the other, the exotic and the 
foreign (149, 157). Representing the exotic metaphorically, the Plinian monster 
employed features such as mixed gender, animalistic bodies, unusual placement of 
organs (such as the face located in the chest), fewer body parts (such as one eye or leg), 
or unconventional habits as a means displaying unfamiliar “cultural traits” (Mason 149). 
There is an aura of unfamiliarity and strangeness about Columbus’ response to the 
Americas and the Indios-Cannibal that is absent from Tonto as a familiar twentieth-
century Indian and inheritor of the concept. However, the establishing of difference via 
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contrast remains a standard feature of the Indian throughout history. As a means of 
evoking the other, the depiction of Native Americans as Plinian Monsters employed 
established methods of situating the exotic and unknown into then-popular European 
understanding. The difference perhaps between Tonto as other and the Plinian monster 
as other is largely aesthetic, ascribing the traits of primitivism versus those of 
monstrosity. More importantly, while exotic the conception of Asia as a fantastic, mystic 
place filled with Plinian creatures fell within established knowledge for Europe. Thus, 
Columbus’ undertaking was not initially received as the “discovery” of something new 
other than as a means of alternative passage to Asia.  
With the expansion of European colonialism into the Americas, the concept of the Indios 
underwent a rapid progression.  The idea of the North American wilderness and the 
Indian were familiar by the time Tonto appeared. But during the sixteenth-century they 
were relatively new concepts for Europe. What precisely constituted an Indian for 
sixteenth-century Europe was thus still being decided, particularly as exploration 
dismissed the conception of the Americas as Asian. Seymour I. Schwartz observes that 
“the sixteenth century began with the eyes of Europe focused westward in quest of a 
shorter route to the riches and spices of the Orient” (37). As exploration followed 
exploration, “maps and narratives brought into focus the concept” of the Americas as 
distinct continents (Schwartz 37). By 1507 Martin Waldseemüller (1470-1520) had 
produced his A Map of the Entire World According to the Traditional Method of Ptolemy 
and Corrected with Other Lands of Amerigo Vespucci, labelling the Americas by their 
contemporary title and depicting them as a separate geography, named for Amerigo 
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Vespucci (1454-1512) (Schwartz 38). An early post-Columbus explorer, it was Vespucci’s 
voyages between the years 1497 to 1504 that determined that Columbus had not landed 
in Asia. If unfamiliar before, the Americas were now recognised as something previously 
unknown to European understanding. As distinct continents, North and South America 
were in contrast connected to Europe by “no more than a tenuous thing of Viking 
voyages, drifting fishermen and shadowy contacts via Polynesia” (Crosby 1). With more 
frequent contact, European understanding of the Americas grew. Alfred W. Crosby 
outlines in The Columbian Exchange, both Europe and the Americas were transformed 
through “mass migration of Old World peoples to the New World” (213). The exchange 
of cultures, flora and fauna brought with it an introduction and export of foods to and 
from the Americas along with an upheaval of the cultural landscape with the 
importation of European technology, diseases, people, nations and political forms. The 
Americas quickly became understood as something outside existing European reckoning, 
and the Indios soon became a means of imposing understanding on the indigenous 
peoples and geography of either continent. The Lone Ranger franchise always features 
representations of North American geography as a key aspect of its setting, but in the 
sixteenth-century this same geography is still in the process of being understood, 
classified and characterized. 
While Tonto as an Indian on the frontier of the “Wild West” draws on established 
concepts in 1933, the Indian in the seventeenth-century was positioned outside 
European notions of civilization. Lacking a place inside or in opposition to Christendom, 
the Americas appeared at first to be a land “that had not only developed outside the 
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Christian ethos, but in some cases in contradiction to it” (Dickason 59). In addition to 
reports that appraised the inhabitancy of the Americas “to be happy, healthy, and long 
lived” (Dickason 59), they also spoke of human sacrifice, cannibalism, idol worship and 
other signs “that Indians were in league with Hell” (Crosby 10). For Europe, indigenous 
North America occupied an uncertain and challenging position of being a people entirely 
unmentioned in the Bible.  
The tentative status of the Americas in the European worldview is perhaps most aptly 
typified by the Valladolid Debate of 1550. The debate focused on the treatment of 
colonized, indigenous peoples under the encomiendas system. Throughout the debate, 
cultural features such as “cannibalism, human sacrifice, immolation of the widow” 
became “the touchstone of alterity” between European and indigenous (Todorov 157). 
They also became the standards by which the “underlying characteristic” of indigenous 
cultures was measured, questioning the “human status” of the colonized person 
throughout the debate as something “like oneself [European] and different” (Todorov 
157). While the Valladolid Debate itself ended in stalemate, the act of questioning the 
human status of indigenous peoples saw the Indios come to occupy a “not quite human” 
position which classified the indigenous peoples of North America as “exotic objects” 
(Charles 138). Considered to some extent as a formless mass, the inhabitants of the 
American continents became conceived as “unformed savages in the ‘infancy of nature’” 
(Dickason 84), and further from that, a substance for projection and contrast with the 
European. The emerging colonial characterizations that would form the Indian of later 
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centuries and constitute Tonto in contrast to the Lone Ranger arise with the debating of 
what is European and Indios respectively. 
 
The Indian and Emerging Modernity 
  
Tonto is a modern construction of the Indian but has origins in the pre-modern 
characterizations drawn from the process of discovery. Discovery is fundamental to the 
concept of modernity and the distinction of Indian from Native American. Indeed, in 
Imagined Communities Benedict Anderson links the beginnings of modernity in Europe 
to the act of discovery in the sixteenth-century. Anderson’s classification of modernity 
follows his definition of the modern nation-state as “an imagined political community – 
and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign”, an idea shared in the mind of 
each citizen (6). Anderson argues that “Europe’s ‘discovery’ of grandiose civilizations 
hitherto only dimly rumoured – in China, Japan, Southeast Asia, and the Indian 
subcontinent – or completely unknown – Aztec Mexico and Incan Peru – suggested an 
irremediable human pluralism” which stood all too suddenly juxtaposed with existing 
European understandings and conceptions of the world (69). The act of discovery 
prompted for Europe a new and contemporary understanding of the world in contrast to 
old - what would become “‘antiquity,’ and by no mean to the latter’s benefit” (Anderson 
68). Suddenly conceiving of Europe “as one amongst many civilizations, not necessarily 
the Chosen or the best”, the civilizations of the Americas were seen in contrast to 
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Europe by the latter society (Anderson 68-9). Following logic similar to that of Anderson, 
Stuart Hall aligns modernity with the contemporary, specifically Western, nation-state 
and asserts that “the term ‘modern’ does not mean simply that the phenomenon is of 
recent origin” but rather denotes several key defining elements (“Introduction” 6). 
These include the “dominance of secular forms” of politics and authority, industrial 
production and “monetarized exchange economy”, the decline of fixed social hierarchies 
and religious world views (Hall, “Introduction” 6).  Like Anderson, Hall also points to the 
decline of pan-Catholic European identity in the seventeenth-century with the opening 
up of worldviews. This opening itself giving rise to a geographically plastic conception of 
Western distinctiveness that was not based on a guiding mythology of Christianity but a 
binding economic ethos and cultural phenomenon (Hall, “Introduction” 6). Modernity, 
for Anderson and Hall begins with explorer-figures such as Christopher Columbus, and 
the then-to-be colonized people of the centuries that followed.  As much as the Indian is 
a characterization drawn from the act of European exploration and discovery, the Indian 
as a figure that emerged simultaneously with modernity is also fundamentally separate 
from the experiences of indigenous North and South America. 
With the emergence of modernity, indigenous peoples became associated by Europe 
with a Romantic view of the pre-modern. In response to the growing colonial and 
industrial concerns of Europe, its colonies and independent derivative nations (such as 
the United States), Romanticism developed and became an “increasingly powerful force 
which spanned the Atlantic” (Fernández-Armesto 436). Defined by Fernández-Armesto 
as “a scale of values which put emotions above reason”, Romanticism approached the 
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newness and uncertainty, the lack of guiding narrative, of modernity’s nation-states by 
drawing on a “mythic past” (436, 447). Framing the Indian in idealist terms, Romanticism 
came to associate “early America with a form of ecological correctness” that asserted 
“indigenous people were ‘one with nature’” (Fernández-Armesto 129). It is with the 
European “discovery” of the Americas that the Indian emerges as “a fashionable 
romantic myth” for European colonial endeavours into which an understanding of the 
colonial landscape and its inhabitants are subsumed (Fernández-Armesto 129). 
Juxtaposing the Indian and the indigenous along the lines of Romanticism and 
modernity, Philip Deloria argues that “the differences are instructive” (Indians 235). 
Where the Indian is a Romantic vision of “antimodern primitivism”, the colonized 
peoples of the Americas bear the conditions of modernity in the form of colonized 
identity: the direct result of the process of “discovery” and colonization (Philip Deloria 
Indians 234). In this fashion, there is an illusion of linkage between Native America and 
Indian within which indigenous North American cultures serving “as both objects of 
white desire and colonized people” (Philip Deloria, Indians 13). As much as the existence 
of the American continents challenged European notions of the world, Europe met that 
challenge through the Indian. Tonto can be seen as the product of a modern context in 
which the ideas of the Indian and the Native American had become conflated through 
the influence of Romanticism. 
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The Noble Savage 
 
The Noble Savage emerged from this conflagration of myth, discovery, and modernity. It 
came to serve as a central symbol of civilization’s antithesis. The Noble Savage type itself 
forms part of Berkhofer’s argument that the Americas eventually found their place not 
in the geography or history of Europe or Christianity but in its Biblical lore (72). He 
argues that in the years following Columbus’ arrival, the Biblical traditions of Eden and 
Paradise had combined with the idea of “lands lying far away to the west” to represent 
an idealist contrast with Pan-European Catholicism and feudalism (72).  European 
thought in this period thus conceived the Indian as dwelling in: 
an ideal(ized) landscape and gentle climate in harmony with nature and 
reason. Usually without property, injustice, or kings, and often without 
work or war, these fortunate people possessed just those virtues so many 
commentators found lacking in their own times: sexual innocence, 
equality of condition and status, peaceful simplicity, healthful and 
handsome bodies, and vigorous minds unsullied by the wiles, 
complexities, and sophistication of modern civilization. In short, 
primitivism postulated people dwelling in nature according to nature, 
existing free of history’s burdens and the social complexity felt by 
Europeans in the modern period, and offering hope to mankind at the 
same time that they constituted a powerful counter-example to existing 
European civilization. (Berkhofer 72) 
It is through this contrasting of positive primitivism against stifling civilization that 
Berkhofer further argues that “the American Indian became part of the bon sauvage or 
Noble Savage tradition” (73). Stemming in Berkhofer’s conception from primitivism, the 
Noble Savage employed “the Noble American Indian as a critic of European society and 
culture” (75). Situating the Indian as an idealized other and outsider who has not been 
“corrupted” by civilization is a task that Berkhofer attributes to the “famed 
 
 
 
70 
 
philosophers” of the seventeenth and eighteenth-centuries (75). In particular, Berkhofer 
points to the likes of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679), John Locke (1632-1704), Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau (1712-78), Voltaire (1694-1778), and Denis Diderot (1713-84). It is beyond the 
scope of this dissertation to detail how and where each of these listed scholars engaged 
with the Indian as Noble Savage. However, Berkhofer’s argument provides a larger 
context in which the fictional character of Tonto can be understood as part of a tradition 
of representations of Indigenous people that includes the Noble Savage and its 
association “with the philosophes of the Enlightenment” (76). The Noble Savage 
originates with Europe and forms a critique of and contrast with Western notions of 
civilization that depicts an idea of the savage imposed onto the North American 
landscape by European writing rather than literal depiction of indigenous peoples. 
The Euro-Christian worldview came to incorporate North and South America through 
characterizations such as the Noble Savage. But the Noble Savage is wholly Western in 
creation and divorced from the landscapes, cultures and ethnicities to which the concept 
refers. Derek Beales positions the beginnings of the Enlightenment within the 1650s (7). 
By this stage, European understanding had time to come to terms with the Americas as 
vast with previously unknown geographies and cultures. The context of this “discovery” 
falls under the Enlightenment as a “Scientific Revolution” throughout the then Euro-
Christian culture (Beales 1). Expanding this definition, Derek Beales notes that “always 
and everywhere”, the Enlightenment as a movement strove “[t]o enlarge religious 
toleration, to reduce the influence of the clergy and Churches generally, to exclude it 
altogether from a growing range of affairs now conceived to be purely secular, to control 
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the study of theology, to attack what was seen as ‘superstition’ and ‘fanaticism’” (11). 
Essentially in the act of systemically critiquing existing conceptions, the Enlightenment 
produced a hypothetical and discursive Savage “to critique aspects of civilized life” 
(Ellingson 81). In this context, the Noble Savage formed a contrast with civilization, but 
this representation of colonized peoples as savages has “little to do with the ‘wild’ 
condition of humans” (Ellingson 47). As Ter Ellingson argues, the Noble Savage is linked 
to European society’s perception of distance between civilization and primitivism and as 
such is related closely to the views of modernity in “centralized and urbanized states and 
empires” (47). Furthermore, Ellingson outlines that while the Indian-as-Noble Savage has 
a foundation in the general milieu of ideas surrounding colonialism and discovery of the 
Americas, “fact” in many cases is too heavily intertwined with fantasies of “erotic and 
commercial gratification” to be considered factual (48). The idea of the Indian as a Noble 
Savage was one based significantly on Europe’s own struggles of identity, disconnected 
and disjointed from the experience of indigenous cultures.  While the Noble Savage is 
associated with the contemporary North or South American landscapes of the 
seventeenth-century, the concept is conceived primarily in Euro-Christian terms outside 
the people to which it refers, much as Tonto is an Anglo-American articulation of ideas 
about Native Americans three hundred years later. 
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The Virginian 
 
After Columbus the conception of the Indios splintered into a variety of colonial 
characterizations such as Mexicans, Tainos, Brazilians, Canadians and Virginians. Each 
was shaped in the Americas by a predominant Western European outlook (Churchill 4; 
Stedman, Shadows 8-9). From amongst these early characterizations, it is the English 
idea of the “Virginian” which is of most pertinence to the emergence of Tonto as it is the 
most direct foundation for Indian characterizations in the United States (Berkhofer 18-
19, 23; Churchill 3-6; Steadman, Shadows 9). The title itself was vaguely “applied to any 
Indian along the [east] coast from Maine to North Carolina” (Steadman, Shadows 9), a 
landscape occupied by varied peoples from the Penobscot to the Meherrin and 
numerous in between. The classification of the Virginian was imposed by the British 
colonists onto to the varied cultures within their proximity. And as such, the Virginian 
referred to a series of general experiences of North America by English colonists rather 
than any one discernible group, culture, ethnicity or people. 
 The first impression of the English colonists that would form the Virginian arose in 
European literature. For the period of a little over a century between Columbus’ Indios 
and the foundation of the Jamestown colony in 1607, England’s understanding of Native 
America had drawn on the literature of colonization, discovery and the Noble Savage. 
When it came to English encounters with indigenous peoples, the first responses of 
English colonists “to the New World were, of course, inherited ones” (McGregor 30). 
Gaile McGregor argues, however, that the expectation of finding the ideal of the Noble 
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Savage living in North America was not met “simply because they [the Native Americans] 
lacked all semblance to the delicacy commonly attributed to the legendary savage” (32). 
In this sense, the indigenous peoples encountered by the English settlers lacked the 
highly particular Euro-Christian knowledge of “humanity” ascribed to the Noble Savage 
to facilitate them as an acceptable contrast and alternative to Western civilization 
(McGregor 32). The preconception was inconsistent with the experience of colonial life 
and it is here that McGregor ascribes a mixture of disillusionment and anxiety to the 
colonist (33). Nevertheless, McGregor argues that the idea of a figurative and literary 
antithesis of civilization that was the central element of the Noble Savage remained and 
grew with the English colonist’s conception of the Indian (33). Specifically, McGregor 
draws on Richard Slotkin’s notion that the Indian for the British colonies remained “an 
objective correlative in the racial, religious, and cultural opposition of the American 
Indians and colonial Christians” (Slotkin, Regeneration 15). Within the context of the 
British colonies and their interaction with varied indigenous North American cultures, 
the Virginian was “no longer viewed as a moral exemplar” that the Noble Savage was 
but continued to grow in the literary mind (McGregor 34). In this fashion, the Virginian 
emerged as a distinct concept from the foundation of the Indios and Noble Savage. 
Like the Indios that preceded it, the Virginian is found in the key works and experiences 
of explorers and colonists. Indeed, the writings of Thomas Harriot (1560-1621) and 
Captain John Smith (1580-1631) feature prominently in forming for the English colonist 
preconceptions of “what Indians were like, how they looked and behaved” (Berkhofer 
18). Here the Indian is listed by Berkhofer as built on the existing context of French, 
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English and Spanish explorations and early English writings about the initial colonial 
settlements of Roanoke for Harriot, founded in 1585, and Jamestown for Smith, founded 
in 1607 (17-18). Jointly, from the writings of the initial English explorations of North 
America “the classical portrait of the Indian” begins to take shape (Berkhofer 18). While 
each author wrote of distinct indigenous groups – Pamlico for Harriot and Powhatan for 
Smith – their addition to an already established body of thinking and classification 
“perpetuated the general category” of the Indian (Berkhofer 19). Both Harriot and Smith 
associate indigenous peoples with an absence of civilization. Harriot’s A Briefe and True 
Report of the New Found Land of Virginia discusses the absence of civilization in direct, 
material terms, listing the Pamlico as lacking steel, iron, covering clothing, edged 
weapons and tools, and towns of any great size (listing thirty buildings as the largest) 
(34). Harriot additionally describes the Pamlico as ready for colonization – sparsely 
populating the area and supernaturally in fear of English armaments (Harriot 34). 
Correspondingly, in his Generall Historie, Smith stresses a contrast similar to that of 
Columbus. Employing phrases such as the “naturall Inhabitants of Virginia” [sic] and 
“Savages” with a mixture of ethnic and cultural titles, Smith notes the “Virginians” “have 
not a Religion, Deere, and Bow, and Arrowes” [sic] and despite being “very barbarous, 
yet have they amongft them fuch government, as that their Magiftrates for good 
commanding” [sic] (29, 30, 34, 37). As with previous explorations the images evoked by 
Harriot and Smith were less concerned with establishing an “accurate” impression of the 
Pamlico or Powhatan and more with constructing a detailed image that “served the 
needs of the English” colonist, preparing them for separation from familiar terrain and 
customs (Berkhofer 19). The action was thus one of colony-building and foundation 
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(Berkhofer 19).  As a precursor to Tonto as an Indian, the Virginian is a specifically 
English conception of the indigenous inhabitancy of North America that drew from both 
existing ideas and actual experiences of colonialism. 
In the context of Smith’s dually natured Virginian, the fictionalized account of 
Pocahontas (1595-1617) enters the popular English mindset as a folktale. As a basis for 
future characterizations, narrative representations of Pocahontas relegated colonial 
expansion to a polite series of acquisitions and consensual acclimatization much as 
Tonto does centuries later. Born “Matoaka, then Pocahontas, then Lady Rebecca”, the 
historical personage came to embody the English colonist’s “fascination with the Indian” 
(Stedman, Shadows 9). Conversion to Christianity, marriage to John Rolfe (1585-1622) - 
an English setter, proficiency with the English language and customs along with a 
journey to England in 1616 not only made Matoaka “the darling of the English court” but 
also provided an early national myth for the American Colonies (Stedman, Shadows 9). 
In helping form a base understanding of the Indian in popular culture, the narrative of 
Pocahontas evokes for Elizabeth S. Bird conceptions of Anglo-American claimed-rights of 
possession and  “the inevitability of White conquest” (“Introduction” 2). Specifically 
positioning “mythmaking” as the central tenet of the Pocahontas narrative, Bird situates 
such narratives as a means employed by Anglo-America to explain to themselves “their 
right to be here [North America] and help deal with lingering guilt about the 
displacement of the Native inhabitants” (“Introduction” 2). Pocahontas provides a model 
of assimilation-through-subordination, service and proximity that is similar to Tonto in 
her “partnership” to a prominent Anglo-colonist. This aspect of the story of Pocahontas 
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perhaps moves one step further than Indian partnership to a strong Anglo-American 
protagonist, creating instead a Virginian-turned-English fable that forms a basis for other 
tales of assimilation (Bird, “Introduction” 3). It is with Pocahontas that the idea of 
exemplary assimilation through partnership with Anglo-America takes root and it is one 
that, as shall be explored in chapter five, Tonto engages centuries later. 
 
The Beginnings of the Western 
 
The conceptual roots of Tonto lay with Columbus and his Indios, the Noble Savage and 
the Virginian. By the conclusion of the American Revolutionary War (1775-83) and the 
nineteenth-century’s onset, writers within the emerging United States had become well 
acquainted with the idea of the Indian (Berkhofer 85). While the idea of Pocahontas had 
provided an exemplar of the Virginian, it is the ideas surrounding her – conquest, conflict 
and assimilation – that become pertinent to the United States’ Indian rather than the 
character itself. Indeed, examples of then-recent colonial violence are prominent in the 
literature of the early nineteenth-century United States just as such instances were at 
the end. In this respect both Francis Fennimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans and 
depiction of the New England-Wampanoag conflict, King Philip’s War, in stage, art, and 
literature are typical of the Indian’s presentation in the early nineteenth-century. Both 
Cooper’s novel and the various depiction of King Philip’s War drew on conflicts of the 
British past with Cooper’s work specifically detailing the French and Indian Wars of the 
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years from 1754 to 1763. In Berkhofer’s assessment, Cooper’s work presents a binary of 
“good” and “bad” Indians (93). This binary can be seen in Cooper’s construction of 
Indians are exotic creatures of the wilderness, just as Columbus’ Indios and cannibals, 
Smith’s Virginians and Pocahontas were. Cooper’s novel positions the Indian as able to 
undertake actions that are a “cruel and an unhuman act for a white-skin; but ‘tis the gift 
and natur’ of an Indian” (152). Similarly, by the 1830s popular narratives emerged on 
stage and in literature about the 1675 through 1676 conflict between the Plymouth 
colony and the Wampanoag known as King Phillip’s War (Lepore 192). One 1829 play, 
“Metamora; or, the Last of the Wampanoags” by John Augustus Stone, idealizes the 
Wampanoag leader, Metamora (1639-76) – referred to colloquially as King Philip. In 
“Metamora”, Stone constructs a Noble Savage antagonist of civilization who “forgives 
not a wrong and forgets not a kindness” (11). Commenting on both Cooper’s work and 
the popularity of King Phillip’s War, Jill Lepore notes that while both narratives are set 
within the British past, both Cooper and the popularity of King Phillip’s War celebrate 
the settlers as “a new kind of Indian identity” and an expression of civilization’s rebirth 
amongst the primitive in the form of the United States (192). For Lepore, the post-British 
Indian of the United States acted as a “unique American inheritance” and literature that 
allowed the emerging nation to distinguish “themselves from Europeans and European 
culture, and particularly from all that was English, to become American” (202), as the 
West and Manifest Destiny did later in the century. For the early United States, much as 
the Indian type was positioned as the enemy of the frontier, it also served as an 
expression of nationalism that can be seen to prefigure the Lone Ranger and Tonto. 
Indeed, the Indian, the landscape, conquest and expansion would remain a series of 
 
 
 
78 
 
ideas tied fundamentally to the ideology of the United States as presented in popular 
cultural works such as The Lone Ranger franchise throughout the twentieth-century. 
In the mid-nineteenth-century Indians became associated with the western frontier of 
the United States in a manner that is similar to the positioning of The Lone Ranger 
franchise decades later. While authors like Cooper had presented Indians to the United 
States consumer prior to this date, there is a greater sense of immediacy in the Indian 
characters that appeared in the Dime Novels and Wild West Shows of the mid-
nineteenth-century. The Wild West Show and Dime Novel fictionalized Manifest Destiny 
as it occurred, seeing the Indian subsumed “into mythology” (Stedman, Shadows 108) 
even as the expansion of the United States and indigenous dispossession was taking 
place. Stedman notes that Cooper’s primary knowledge of the Native America came 
from “a book of history and recollections” (Shadows 48), giving his work, like the 
performances of King Philip’s War, a sense of separation from the then-current act of 
expansion. By contrast, Dime Novels, Wild West Shows and other popularizations of 
United States expansion took contemporary events as “their most immediate sources of 
inspiration and imitation” (Stedman, Shadows 107). While “lurid and fanciful 
interpretations of frontier skirmishes” (Stedman, Shadows 107), the Dime Novel and 
Wild West Show have a sense of immediacy that is absent in Cooper’s work and 
depictions of King Philip’s War. There is a sense of immediacy about the Indian and 
Native American, representation and conquest, in the nineteenth-century that is not 
seen in Tonto as a depiction of the past. 
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Within their respective studies of the Dime Novel, Christine Bold and Thomas J. Lyon 
note that the appropriation of contemporary events is a major characteristic of these 
novels (Bold 25; Lyon 712). Situating the Dime Novel as an early form of Western, Bold 
describes these texts as “compact pamphlets priced at five or ten cents” (22). Malaeska: 
The Indian Wife of the White Hunter by Ann S. Stephens was the first of the format and 
is a text explicitly concerned with the Indian as subject matter. A Noble Savage, 
Malaeska is introduced by Stephens as a “beautiful young Indian girl”, taken from “a 
savage Indian tribe” and married to Danforth, a hunter (Stephens 10). In this fashion, 
Malaeska is a Pocahontas-like tale of cross-cultural romance. While Malaeska set the 
format, Stephens did not establish the thematic inclination for future Dime Novels. And 
in depicting the frontier as a site of conflict between civilization and savagery the Dime 
Novel turned away from the romance of the wilderness that Bold attributes to the work 
of Cooper and Stephens (23). Instead, as the twentieth-century approached, the novels 
after Malaeska: The Indian Wife of the White Hunter tend to centre on narratives of 
conquest, depicted with a mixture of triumphant “democracy and nationalism” (Bold 
25). Thus where Malaeska presented “a decidedly woman-centred frontier narrative” 
later Dime Novels show a “version of frontier adventure” appropriating “the wilderness 
for the glorification of white men rescuing white women and killing Native Americans” 
(Bold 23-5). Bold stresses that the Indians in the Dime Novels of the mid-nineteenth-
century to early twentieth-century lacked depiction as sympathetic figures but were 
instead “threatening savages” (Bold 28). These Indians are shown to appear from 
nowhere and are driven by little motivation other than a lust for violence. A typical 
example occurs in Adventures of Buffalo Bill from Boyhood to Manhood (1882) by 
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Colonel Prentiss Ingraham (1843-1904). The historical William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody 
serves as the novel’s protagonist and at various points is simply discovered by Indians. 
Far from serene, the Indians featured in Adventures of Buffalo Bill are always ready for 
violence, only ever appear as armed companies, and are “constantly upon the war-path” 
(Ingraham). The Dime Novel’s Indian thus stands distinct from Cooper’s pairing of 
Hawkeye and Chingachgook, which emphasized interaction between Anglo-American 
and Indian (Lyon 707) in a manner that can be seen to foreshadow the Lone Ranger and 
Tonto. In the Dime Novel, the Indian was simultaneously a background feature, part of 
the American landscape, and a stock antagonist. In the foreground, however, resided 
“the scout, the cowboy, the outlaw, the frontier detective and the freelance law-
enforcer”, often embodied by representations of living people such as Cody (Bold 25). As 
shall be noted in the following chapter, the Dime Novel as a Western is similar to 
twentieth-century examples of the genre in that it is a form concerned with expansion. 
As a military scout who became a performer and subject for Dime Novels, Cody might be 
considered antithetical to the Lone Ranger. Whereas characterizations of the Lone 
Ranger are fictional but invoke history, Cody was a historical individual who became 
fictionalized through the Dime Novel and later his travelling Wild West Show. The 
fictionalization of Cody is as applicable to the Wild West Show as it is to scout turned 
performer himself (Lyon 712). Wild West Shows such as Cody’s own Buffalo Bill’s Wild 
West promised audiences a glimpse of the frontier in theatrical form, presenting its 
“genuine characters” in the usage of living individuals playing themselves, if they held a 
degree of celebrity (Butler 779). Cody played himself, as did Tȟatȟáŋka Íyotake (Sitting 
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Bull) (1831-90), William Gordon “Pawnee Bill” Lillie (1860-1942), and Martha Jane 
“Calamity Jane” Cannary (1852-1903). Less noted individuals in the show acted as 
general extras, billed in a manner that fixed the performer in the audience’s pre-existing 
knowledge. For instance, Georgian horsemen were billed as Russian Cossacks. This 
category also included Native Americans who portrayed Indians. In her survey of the 
means and products through which the “Wild West” was presented to consumers 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth-centuries, Annett M. Butler argues that Cody 
specifically drew cast members from “Native Americans of several tribes” (779). On the 
perception of authenticity in Cody’s presentation, Butler notes: 
As these men, most in flowing headdress and carrying elegantly feathered 
coup sticks, rode bareback into the arena on stunning painted horses, who 
among the enthralled viewers questioned how well these appearances 
replicated tribal life on the Great Plains? In addition, Cody’s ability, in 
1885, to produce the most famous Indian of all, Sitting Bull, further 
underscored the reliability of his West. (Butler 779) 
Indeed, a presentation that was simultaneously educational and entertaining was 
central to the mystique and appeal of Cody’s Wild West Show. The action of presenting 
Native American performers as Indians, and its outcome in a perceived but largely 
performed level of authenticity would be repeated in characterizations of Tonto in the 
years to come through casting choices (discussed in chapter five).  
The presentation of the Wild West Show is also distinct form from The Lone Ranger 
franchise. Philip Deloria frames Buffalo Bill’s Wild West as drawing “not simply on the 
appearance of truth” but on the evocative power of the actual individuals and object 
which it depicted (Indians 60). While depending on actual individuals, Native American 
participation in the Wild West Shows was an “explicitly theatrical performance” and one 
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that “reinforced white expectations concerning Indian gesture, custom and appearance” 
(Philip Deloria, Indians 57). And yet, for Tȟatȟáŋka Íyotake and other Native American 
performers of the Wild West Show, these performances revolved around events that 
were part of living memory, and in many cases actual lived experience. Tȟatȟáŋka 
Íyotake had, for instance, participated as a commander at the Battle of the Little Bighorn 
(1876) which was itself depicted in Cody’s show. Within this process both Native 
American and Indian occupied a simultaneous and paradoxical status as “real and 
realistic, historical artefact and stage prop” (Philip Deloria, Indians 60). In doing so, Cody 
evoked the standing tradition and false but popular assumption that Native America and 
Indian were inexplicably linked if not one and the same, a relationship that forms part of 
the broad historical context of the Lone Ranger and Tonto. From Columbus to Cody, an 
impression and allusion of knowledge of the Native American was presented through 
the construction of the Indian.  
 
Film and the early twentieth-century 
 
Dime Novels and Wild West Shows continued at least until the 1910s and 1920s. But the 
Indian acquired a longer life when it moved into film along with the Western in general. 
In his exploration of the change and growth of the Indian through filmed Westerns, 
Savages and Saints, Bob Herzberg notes that early Western films drew explicitly on 
narrative techniques and conventions established by Wild West Shows (12). The 
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techniques included casting Native Americans as Indians and drawing on the veteran 
performers of Wild West Shows as film talent (Herzberg 11, 17). The association of film 
and the Wild West Show was less one of transition and more of mutually beneficial 
alliance. For a small rental fee filmmakers gained an instant and experienced (with the 
genre, subject matter and performing) cast while Wild West Shows gained direct 
publicity “to the largest audience any circus had ever seen” (Herzberg 15).  
Early film Westerns also inherited a measure of the educative aspect of the Wild West 
Show. For instance, films such as The Invaders (Ford 1912) and The Squaw Man (Apfel 
and DeMille 1914) not only employed Native American actors but provided the audience 
with images suggestive of life on the previous century’s frontier. In a plot focusing on 
escalating tension between Anglo-Americans and Indians (with the former trespassing 
on treaty lands), The Invaders takes the time to show the intricacies of frontier relations. 
The camera lingers on the pages of treaty documents, affording the audience time to 
read them before both sides – the cavalry and Indians - sign. Similarly, The Squaw Man is 
about the immigration of a disgraced English soldier, Captain James Wynnegate, to the 
western frontier and his ensuing marriage to an Indian. The film presents contrasting 
social aspects of English “civilized” society through shots of homes, streets, restaurants, 
and parlours juxtaposed with the open landscape, wilderness, saloons and Indian camps 
in the western United States. In both films, the camera lingers in static positions with 
central characters surrounded in the foreground or subsumed in the background of the 
activity-packed sets. In both, the setting and landscape are given attention with the 
camera permitted to linger on the details of set and costume.  
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Both The Invaders and The Squaw Man also demonstrate attention to the details of 
Indian characterization, establishing an almost anthropological approach to their fictive 
creation. Herzberg further notes that while the conditions of Native Americans as 
colonized people does change, the portrayal of the Indian is lodged in “past centuries” 
(5). This image of the Indian would also “endure into the twentieth century” (Herzberg 
7). Berkhofer also positions the Indian as perpetually placed as part of a world that 
existed “before the coming of White society” and deemed “historically past” (Berkhofer 
90, 91). The twentieth-century portrayal of the Indian as belonging to the past is 
somewhat distinct from the characterizations of this type in the period from the 
fifteenth to the nineteenth-centuries. Indeed, with reference to Westerns such as The 
Lone Ranger franchise along with films like The Invaders and The Squaw Man that 
appeared in the preceding decades, Philip Deloria notes there can no longer be the claim 
of performing contemporary events (Indians 73). Rather, early screen Westerns display a 
shift in authority and focus away from claims of expertise and education towards more 
overtly entertaining and “imaginative images of Indian violence” (Philip Deloria, Indians 
73). Indeed, The Invaders breaks with claimed authenticity and presents its audience 
with an Anglo-American actress Ann Little, in the role of Sky-Star – the Indian love 
interest of the film. As Herzberg recounts, Little “was one of the first examples of a 
white actor portraying a Native character”, but she is by no means the last (16). Like The 
Invaders, The Lone Ranger franchise would also include the casting of a non-Native 
American actor in an Indian role with John Todd, an Irish radio and Shakespearean actor, 
cast as Tonto for radio (Rothel 33; Stedman, Serials 172). Premiering in 1933 but set 
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within the nineteenth-century, the Indian characters such as Tonto in The Lone Ranger 
franchise lack a contemporary association. 
By the 1930s, the Indian character type from which Tonto is drawn is both well 
established and widely employed. As silent films neither The Invaders nor The Squaw 
Man offers Indian dialogue for comparison in their intertitles. However, a later film, The 
Star Packer (Bradbury 1934), offers the character of Yak. An Indian highly similar to 
Tonto in terms of both partnership and characterization, Yak is presented in the film as 
the sidekick of United States Marshal John Travers. As such, Yak’s broken English 
dialogue – “Uh. Hear shot. Look quick. See no one. Only smoke” – is similar to that of 
Tonto. Visually, in comparison to Yak in The Star Packer, The Invaders and The Squaw 
Man display the convention of buckskin in the costumes of their Indians. Similarly, the 
visual materials associated with radio, such as promotional images of John Todd as 
Tonto that were circulated throughout the 1930s, feature the actor wearing “a long, ill-
fitting black wig and a baggy buckskin outfit” (Felbinger, “Lone Ranger”). One such 
photograph, a Silver Cup Bread premium from between 1936 and 1940, even adds a 
large feathered headdress to Todd’s costume – further configuring the actor with the 
tropes of Indian characterization.  
As an expression of a colonial character type, Tonto is also drawn explicitly from the 
popularized image of the nineteenth-century United States. Radio’s Tonto in 1933 is not 
a unique or revolutionary depiction, however but one that draws on the legacy of 
colonial characterization. By virtue of this legacy Tonto holds the implication of 
inspiration drawn from Native America. The perception of Tonto as an articulation of 
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Native America is rooted in the acuity of experience and contact with the indigenous 
peoples of North and South America – be it through direct contact translated into third-
hand account as is the case with Columbus, Smith and Cody or, more specifically to the 
latter, the presentation of Native Americans themselves in the case of Matoaka or the 
Wild West Show. In this process, the Indian is a form of characterization that draws on 
varied European origins and colonial expansion. Tonto is also part of this process. 
Characterizations of the Indian preceded The Lone Ranger franchise through 
antecedents such as the Plinian races, Indios and Virginian, not to mention early 
examples of the Western such as the Dime Novel and Wild West Show. Within this 
context and progression, the Indian can be seen to result from and continue a tradition 
of situating pre-existing European concepts in the landscape of the American continents. 
Throughout the progress of colonial characterization, all the perceptions and inflections 
of Native America are filtered through the perspective of the colonizer and presented 
into the realms of popular representation. The colonial mindset at the base of 
characterization renders the conception of knowledge of Native America through the 
Indian an allusion to and illusion of authenticity. Though constructed and distorted, the 
notion of linkage to Native America remains with the Indian into the twentieth-century 
with Tonto as part of this tradition.  
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Chapter Three: The Western Genre 
 
The nineteenth-century Histories of the expansion of the United States and the Western 
genre share an inventive and emblematic affiliation. This chapter presents an overview 
of the Western genre in the twentieth-century as a context in which The Lone Ranger 
texts are situated. In terms of Tonto, this chapter highlights the Western genre’s 
portrayal of Indian characters and the transition from Classic to Revisionist forms. In 
exploring the Western genre, this chapter draws ideas from the media and genre theory.  
As an example of the genre, The Lone Ranger franchise is shown to demonstrate a 
growth of form that is broadly related to that of the Western, yet is also specifically 
associated with this particular franchise. This chapter provides context for The Lone 
Ranger franchise as an enduring Western, examined in relation to the shift in 
perspectives that is evident in the transition from the Classic Western to the Revisionist 
phase of the genre. The Lone Ranger franchise itself is not associated exclusively with 
either phases of the Western. Rather, individual Lone Ranger productions demonstrate 
an interpretation of theme and action that can be seen to have affinity with either the 
Classic or Revisionist Western based on the period of production. The franchise itself, 
however, remains too large to be narrowly classified. 
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History  
 
The Western is considered to occupy an imaginative and metaphoric relationship to the 
nineteenth-century history of the expansion of the United States (Aquila 1; Jewett and 
Lawrence, The Myth 30; Murdoch 5; Neale 134; Wright 2). The use of history to establish 
plot, setting and character is viewed as a general feature of the genre as a whole, 
although it cannot be said that Westerns are directly historical. While the genre has a 
foundation in the Dime Novels and Wild West Shows of the nineteenth-century, the 
Western genre within the twentieth-century constitutes a textual construction and 
narrative engagement of past, not contemporary, expansion. As a result, the Western 
genre engages history as an inspiration and impetus. The general purpose of history in 
the Western at the level of plot and character is explored by Will Wright within his 
seminal study of the genre, Six-Guns and Society. Akin to other scholars discussed below, 
Wright positions the Western genre “as a cultural genre” that acts as a representation of 
United States history and heritage in the popular mindset (2). Noting the historical 
reference points of the genre’s iconography, Wright defines the Western genre’s mise en 
scène as containing: 
gunfights, saloon brawls, schoolmarms, dance-hall girls, necktie parties, 
stampedes, wagon trains, Indian attacks, saddle tramps; mountains, 
deserts, forests, plains; horses, cattle, railroads; white hats and black 
hats… (Wright 2) 
He identifies these and other trappings of the genre as historical stereotypes associated 
with the nineteenth-century expansion. Wright stresses that history “inspired much of 
the Western myth” (5). Rather than simply being a setting for the Western’s narratives, 
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history is an integral aspect of story and a defining feature of character in the genre. 
After all, the Lone Ranger is consistently presented as a Texas Ranger who occupies a 
period somewhere between the Civil War’s conclusion and the closure of the frontier. 
Employed as a historical aesthetic to present “models of relevant social action in the 
context of economic institutions”, the genre offers moral readings of the purported 
historical situations in its narratives (Wright 187). Through the moral reading of history 
“the setting and actions” of the Western come to function as “an elaborate cultural 
code” (Wright 8). While not presenting a history per se, the Western genre draws on the 
past as a source of inspiration in a manner similar to Jameson’s general notion of 
historical stereotypes in popular culture (279). 
The Western genre features a use of the past in constructing plot, narrative and 
character. Through the use of history, Wright views the Western genre as containing 
“basic social concepts” that symbolize distinct types of public characters and institutions 
(49). The genre uses plots, sets, characters and character types that associated with a 
period of “about thirty years, from 1860 to 1890” as a “crucial period of settlement” and 
development for the United States (Wright 5). Considering between the aforementioned 
years, the Homestead Act saw migrations west begin in 1862, the Civil War saw its 
conclusion in 1865, and this phase of indigenous conflict come to a close in 1890, it is 
easy to see why Wright attributes significance to these thirty years. In this sense, history 
is used to make “details of motivation” for characters vivid and establish “clear-cut 
conflicts” and justifications for the action of the narrative (Wright 6). For example, The 
Legend of the Lone Ranger (Fraker 1981) achieves a historical justification of the masked 
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man’s self-appointed mission through the approval of fictional depictions of prominent 
historical figures. The film sees the masked man and Tonto positioned alongside the 
historical figures of Ulysses S. Grant (1822-85), James Butler “Wild Bill” Hickok (1837-76), 
George Armstrong Custer (1839-76) and William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody. A standard 
example of how historical figures are employed throughout The Lone Ranger franchise, 
the film uses Grant, Hickok, Custer and Cody to imply a historical chronology. Grant is, 
for instance, presented in the film as the United States President, as the historical Grant 
was from 1868 through 1877. Similarly, Grant jokingly threatens to send Custer “to 
Montana” during a mealtime conversation, seemingly prefiguring Custer’s death at the 
1876 Battle of the Little Bighorn in what was then the Montana Territory. Within this 
implied chronology, The Legend of the Lone Ranger depicts the development of a kinship 
between the Lone Ranger and each of the aforementioned individuals as means of 
justifying the masked man’s vigilantism. The antagonist of the film and nemesis of the 
Lone Ranger, Butch Cavendish, kidnaps Grant. While the Lone Ranger and Tonto save 
the President, it is with the aid of Custer, Cody and Hickok who appear with the cavalry 
at the film’s conclusion. Each joins Grant in expressing gratitude to the masked man and 
validating the Lone Ranger’s position as a legal vigilante and amongst the important 
figures of the frontier. Thus in employing history as part of its social concepts, Western 
narratives come to use the past as their “foundation and depend upon this foundation 
for their meaning” (Wright 32). This dependence is particularly clear in key Westerns 
listed by Wright such as Union Pacific (DeMille 1939) (31). The film concerns the building 
of the transcontinental railroad, beginning with the 1862 Pacific Railroad Act. The film 
suggests that “the West is America's Empire”, an idea that is granted a firm context in 
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the act of building the railroad. The film offers an idealist social arrangement through 
the common space of the train carriage and joint task of building the nation. Within each 
carriage is a cross-section of society that sees rich sit beside poor, eastern citizen beside 
western, immigrant and established. The image presented by the railroad and its history 
in Union Pacific is one of class harmony and progressive movement towards an idyllic 
contemporary United States. The arrangement of history in the Western genre, along 
with the organization of relationships between history and narrative, creates distinct 
meanings and associations. History, on both a broad and minute level, forms a basis for 
plot, character, events and drama within the Western genre. 
The relationship between history and narrative is particularly evident in stock 
characters. As flat and static characters that are presented as highly recognisable types, 
stock characters thus form part of the historical setting. There is a knowledge and 
expectation, built through the context of the Western genre as a whole, of how these 
characters should act and the “types or principles” they represent (Wright 186). 
Identifying stock characters along similar lines to those listed by Wright above, John 
Saunders asserts that stock characters serve to concisely establish the setting of history 
as “the characters in the western are inseparable from their actions, and here the 
cinema-goer could list the stock types” they had repeatedly experienced (Saunders 10). 
Indeed, much as the film deals with historical figures, The Legend of the Lone Ranger 
establishes stock characters early in the narrative. Following the opening credits, the 
film features a stagecoach robbery. Within this scene the passengers include several of 
the stock character types listed by Saunders (10). Here dialogue and dress reveal each of 
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these characters as a type. The gambler fiddles with a card deck and proclaims that his 
seat is lucky, the drummer talks about the quality of his wares, the Eastern Lady reads 
her book, the Eastern Gentleman discusses literature, and the Chinese cook sits quietly. 
The functions and presentation of stock characters in this manner are typical of The 
Lone Ranger productions and the Western genre as a whole. Saunders argues it is in the 
Western that the stock character has become “an iconic force” through long standing 
familiarity (11). As an iconic force, Saunders attributes the stock character both a 
semiotic meaning as a series of highly recognizable signs and a traditional definition as 
an item of high familiarity (11). Saunders further argues that these figures, typical of 
“any western, cannot be said to symbolise something” and yet they “engage us fully” as 
audiences (11). As figures of symbolic potency, the stock character instantly invokes a 
sense of historic place, character and setting.  
 
Popular Representation of the Nineteenth-Century 
 
The Lone Ranger franchise offers no primary materials of history within its narratives in 
the manner that Cody’s Wild West Show did. Instead, The Lone Ranger franchise’s 
various productions invoke the past as a theme through the use of historical individuals, 
locations and events as sources of inspiration and reference points. As such, figures of 
the Western genre such as the Lone Ranger and Tonto are often associated with the 
history of nineteenth-century expansion. Specifically the Lone Ranger is positioned as a 
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virtual historical figure by historians, fans and institutions. In examining the life of 
Deputy Marshal Bass Reeves (1838-1910), for instance, Art T. Burton argues that there 
are: 
uncanny similarities between Bass Reeves and the TV and radio character, 
the “Lone Ranger.” Federal law mandated that deputy U.S. marshals have 
at least one posseman with them whenever they went out into the field. 
Oftentimes the men who assisted Reeves were Native Americans, like the 
character Tonto who assisted the Lone Ranger. It was common practice 
for Reeves to work in disguise while trying to capture fugitives from 
justice, á la the Lone Ranger, who wore a black mask. Many times the 
white settlers in the territory didn’t know Reeve’s name and called him 
the “Black Marshal”; likewise, many didn’t know the name of the Lone 
Ranger. [sic] (Burton 10). 
Likening the Lone Ranger and seeking him in Reeves, Burton’s analysis reflects an 
evocative immersion, wherein history, seemingly understood as “true”, is expressed and 
attached to the masked rider of the plains. Through its newsletter – The Silver Bullet – 
and member Henry Louis Gates Junior, The Official Lone Ranger Fan Club extends 
Burton’s comparison one step further. Gates advocates a view of Reeves as a historical 
Lone Ranger, stating that “even if the writers weren’t aware of him, Bass Reeves had, 
through his decades of service, worked the image of the frontier lawman in the 
American consciousness […] he gave us stories and archetypes” that would form The 
Lone Ranger franchise (4). Offering a comparison of the Lone Ranger and Bass Reeves to 
underscore his point, Gates writes: 
both at one time rode white horses, rodeout with Native American 
sidemen and relied on disguises and, while the Lone Ranger made silver 
bullets famous, Reeves handed out silver dollars. Equally striking, the men 
who ended up in deputy marshal Reeves’ custody, if convicted, were taken 
to Detroit House of Corrections, the same city where The Lone Ranger 
premiered on radio in 1933. [sic] (Gates 1) 
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Playful though it is, such a representation of the Lone Ranger as a historical figure is 
further noted in the masked man’s presence amongst historical rangers in the Texas 
Ranger’s Hall of Fame and Museum - located in Waco, Texas. The museum’s display 
acknowledges the Lone Ranger’s fictional status – featuring a variety of props and 
consumer products, such as Clayton Moore’s on-set gun belt (Quinn). The Lone Ranger 
in the Hall of Fame is also considered alongside noted members of the Texas Ranger 
organization and presented as a peer of historical Texas Rangers. Implicit in drawing on 
the television series, the display acknowledges the Lone Ranger as fictional much as 
Burton did in his assessment of Reeves. But the paradoxical association of the masked 
man with and as a nineteenth-century Texas Ranger remains. In this sense, the Lone 
Ranger is a figure consistently situated in relation to the history of the nineteenth-
century western United States.  
Through this association with the past, The Lone Ranger franchise presents itself as a 
historical fiction. A particularly overt example of The Lone Ranger franchise’s 
presentation as historical fiction is The New Adventures of The Lone Ranger, a cartoon 
that ran from 1980 to 1981. At the end of each episode, the Lone Ranger or Tonto 
present to the audience a piece of history that was pivotal to the episode’s plot. Like 
numerous other episodes in the series, “The Abduction of Tom Sawyer” features a 
notable historical figure, in this instance Mark Twain (1835-1910) whose manuscript for 
The Adventures of Tom Sawyer is stolen. As the Lone Ranger, Tonto and Twain 
investigate, the episode directly references Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 
when the male thief disguises himself as a woman (as Finn does in the novel) but is 
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discovered after catching a frog in his lap “by bringing his knees together” as the Lone 
Ranger describes. At the end of the episode, the Lone Ranger contextualizes the events 
of the episode by explaining: 
Mark Twain was a real person. One of America’s great writers. His Tom 
Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, boys growing up along the Mississippi 
before the Civil War, are among fiction’s most wonderful characters. And 
Mark Twain did have Huck Finn dress up like a girl and get found out 
because he caught something in his lap like a boy does.  
Employing overt and prominent historical reference to establish its plot, characters and 
setting, The Lone Ranger franchise sublimates history into fiction and indoctrinates 
fiction into history (Calder xi). In an argument that recalls that of Wright, Jenni Calder 
asserts within this mutual exchange “authenticity is a hub around which reality and 
legend spin in colourful confusion” (Calder xii). Presenting the Western as a genre that is 
limited “historically and in locality” to the nineteenth-century western United States, 
Calder states that it is in history that is found the Western genre’s most “profoundly 
basic elements” (xiii).  Moving beyond association with the past, the Western genre 
actively erodes the distinction between history and national mythology. 
Calder aptly positions the Western as a fond romance of the past, one containing “a 
crucial statement about American history and the American people” (Calder 5) akin to 
the manner in which Frederick Jackson Turner framed the historic expansion as 
expressing “the really American part of our [the United States’] history” (Turner 15). 
Throughout his seminal work The Frontier in American History, Turner argued that a 
binary frontier provided “the distinguishing feature of American life”, severing the 
United States, which “became more and more American” with the movement 
“westward”, from England (13, 15). This binary frontier served as the “meeting point 
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between savagery and civilization” (Turner 14), the boundary line along one side of 
which fell society and on the other wilderness. As Calder frames it, the binary frontier is 
certainly Romantic in its history (16). Through the binary frontier as a popular and 
foundational notion, Frederick Jackson Turner “has a role to play in every Western 
drama” (16). The binary frontier evokes the popularized idea of the West in the 
Western. While Turner’s historicity may be questionable, his assertion of the frontier 
concept as an image of United States culture in the Western genre and The Lone Ranger 
texts appears apt. 
Like numerous other Westerns, The Lone Ranger franchise contributes to the general 
milieu surrounding the genre as part history and part expression of heritage and national 
ethos. Richard White situates the Western in general as adding to this confusion 
between history and national myth, arguing that popular representation “dramatizes the 
world vision and historical sense of a people or culture” (Misfortune 6). To paraphrase 
White, the American West is not something that had once and still does exist in terms 
defined by history and geography or through the material outcomes of expansion, such 
as towns, cities or reservations (Misfortune 3). Rather, for White, the popularized history 
of expansion is framed less through primary sources and more as a “cultural and 
historical creation”, blurring the boundary between scholarly and narrative expression of 
the past (“Race” 397). In enduring after the closure of the Frontier, the Western became 
an expression of “American identity” which White argues served as the quintessential 
United States experience by popularizing heritage in the form of genre and popular 
culture (“Frederick” 47). Indeed, so pervasive is the popular representation of the 
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nineteenth-century United States expansion for White that he argues, “the West that 
Americans recognize in the twentieth-century is their own work” (Misfortune 3). The 
contrast of history and fiction posited by White is “a useful and revealing one for 
understanding America’s frontier myth” (“Frederick” 9). Concerning Turner, White 
questions the latter’s expression of a linear binary and boundary line of expansion, 
communicating instead the conception that it was not politics, geography, or other 
material circumstances that created the frontier of the American West. Rather, White 
argues that “history created” the fictive frontier, pointing to the retrospective revision 
and outright omission of empirical evidence from fiction (Misfortune 3). White argues 
further for recognition of an overlapping legacy of indigenous peoples and colonial 
endeavours – such as Spain, France, England, or Mexico - that makes the fragments of 
varied empires rather than a stable frontier (Misfortune 13). However, for White both 
history and popular culture represent a concern with history intertwined with distinctly 
orientated facets of the same ideology and mythology, much as The Lone Ranger 
franchise does. In both arenas White argues that the effect is largely the same: an 
obscuring of the standard brutality of colonial expansion and a marginalization of the 
varied narratives of the nineteenth-century western United States (White, “Race” 396). 
Within the Western, history contrasts with popular representation, presenting a 
narrative that is illuminating of both. 
The close relationship between popular culture and the idea of history in the Western is 
also prominent in the work of Richard Slotkin. Viewing the growth, development and 
evolution of the idea of the United States in popular culture and society at large as 
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something of an indication for the character and nature of the nation at that time, 
Slotkin is not concerned with popular culture and history as a distinct phenomenon 
(Gunfighter 5). Rather, Slotkin sees the nineteenth-century expansion of the American 
West as a cultural history wherein “the concepts of ideology, myth and genre highlight 
three different but closely related aspects” of the same spectacle (Gunfighter 5). Films, 
novels, comic books and other popular depictions of the United States’ nineteenth-
century expansion wake “the echoes of memory – bits of lore that we have picked up 
half-consciously” from the greater milieu of popular culture (Slotkin, Fatal 15). These 
echoes are the names, events, individuals, locations and other historical features 
engaged to establish plot and character, as The Lone Ranger franchise does frequently. 
The echoes also draw on wider historical and contemporary associations largely 
established through popular culture, thus holding resonance with the audience’s 
experience of the Western genre through mass consumption.  
From the perspective of Slotkin, consumption makes a curious lived experience that is 
based not on the history as depicted but “a much more comprehensive and complex 
mythology” of the popular (Slotkin, Fatal 15). In this mode the “cowboy and Indian 
game” (Slotkin, Fatal 18), much like Bennett and Woollacott’s concept of the complex 
ideological expressions of quasi-real characters, forms a common language that does not 
require explanation and that is paradoxically archaic and contemporary (Bennett and 
Woollacott 13). Further, Slotkin frames the popular articulation of the nineteenth-
century expansion of the United States as serving “to fabricate an ‘American epic’” 
which acts as a foundation for national identity and an ongoing, evolving, national 
 
 
 
99 
 
mythology (Regeneration 3). Indeed, the popularized American West for Slotkin is so 
foundational to the United States that he positions it as the basis and context for “all 
works to come after” (Regeneration 3) – be they literary, popular, political, social, 
ideological or military. However, Slotkin is not an advocate of a legendary and mythic 
expansion as Frederick Jackson Turner or William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody were. Rather, for 
Slotkin, the pedestal on which the ideal of the frontier is placed serves to mask the 
social, economic and political historical and contemporary realities that the United 
States faces (Fatal 5). In this, he points to the myth of the “Wild West” as part of a 
broader national mythology of the United States. For Slotkin, the Western is not 
historical but a firm interweaving of national mythology, political ideology and popular 
memory. 
 
The Myth of the “Wild West” 
 
The Western genre draws on history as an evocative aesthetic of national mythology. 
The Western genre’s particular depiction of the past as a myth is discussed by Thomas K. 
Whipple in Study out the Land. Whipple asserts that the concept of “the frontier” is 
consistently discussed in terms of “how it has ‘formed our character of a nation’ for 
better or for worse” (59) as Wright, Calder, White and Slotkin do above. Originally 
published in 1943, Whipple’s book argues that the symbolic uses of the “Wild West” 
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were neglected in the study of the nineteenth-century expansion (59). Whipple further 
writes: 
To be sure, the sweep across the continent, from Jamestown to Oregon, 
has often been called – and quite rightly – our [the United States’] own 
heroic age. The story of the West is our Trojan War, our Volsunga Saga, 
our Arthurian Cycle, our Song of Roland. (Whipple 59) 
While comparing the popular imagination’s image of the United States’ nineteenth-
century expansion to other national and cultural traditions, Whipple quickly directs 
attention to the question of history. He notes that one common objection to the 
legendary interpretations of the “Wild West” “is that the old West was not actually 
heroic; to think of it so is to falsify and romanticize” the period (60). However, Whipple 
quickly dismisses this argument as one of proximity. Whipple points out that while other 
“heroic ages” such as the Greek tradition are stridently in the depths of the past, the 
United States’ expansion was merely in the previous century adding that “no age is in 
truth heroic” (Whipple 60). In the work of scholars such as Whipple, the popular image 
of nineteenth-century United States expansion has been discussed as national 
mythology. 
The “Wild West” serves as a national myth for the United States. Drawing on Whipple’s 
ideas, David Hamilton Murdoch underscores the importance of the myth in scholarship 
on the western United States and the Western genre. Murdoch notes that “sooner or 
later, virtually everyone who has written about the West refers to ‘the myth’” (Murdoch 
12). Like Whipple, Murdoch defines the myth as the great story of the nation’s frontier 
(13). Murdoch further argues that in part through the Western genre, the United States 
has established a “Homeric version” of nineteenth-century expansion, a storied 
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narrative that may be seen to have supplanted history based on documented primary 
materials (13). Murdoch likens the popular image of the United States’ nineteenth-
century expansion to “the stories of ancient and tribal cultures which explain how the 
world got to be the way it is” (13). Situating the Western as Biblical in nature, Murdoch 
frames “the great story of the West” as the United States’ “creation myth”, serving to 
transmit from one generation to the next the beliefs that are “essential to the way it 
[the United States] works, including its values” (14-5). Murdoch further attributes the 
United States’ ideological and cultural investment in the Western genre to “a national 
yearning for tradition” mingled with “the deep-seated American belief that a new and 
unique culture emerged in the United States” (13). Slotkin similarly approaches the 
Western genre as conceiving of its society as something new, vibrant and most of all 
distinct from the English settler colonialism that founded it. He argues, in Regeneration 
Through Violence, that the primary action of the Western genre is one concerned with 
the “foundation stones” of society (Slotkin 4); of mythic origins, of the birth of kingdoms, 
nations and empires, and guiding mythologies. Here he positions the Western genre as 
presenting the image of an agrarian Camelot of “yeomen farmers and enlightened 
leaders” (Slotkin, Regeneration 5). A particularly stylized characterization of the past, it 
would seem, holds sway over the depiction of individuals and events within the Western 
genre.  As an enduring example of the Western genre, the “Wild West” depicted in Lone 
Ranger texts is one that is constructed with emphasis on emotive resonance rather than 
historical accuracy. 
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In this context, The Lone Ranger franchise is an expression of the myth of the “Wild 
West”. In his study of the Lone Ranger, John Sheldon Lawrence describes the franchise 
as a piece of “American mythological history” (85). Lawrence further notes that while 
the setting of The Lone Ranger texts are always historical, it is one in which “good and 
evil are starkly defined” in terms of the outlaw and the citizen (89). Though Lawrence 
does not offer any specific production as an example to support this argument, 
examples are readily identifiable in The Lone Ranger texts. For instance, there are 
seldom redeeming qualities to antagonists in The Lone Ranger franchise. In The Lone 
Ranger Rides North, a 1946 novel by Fran Striker, the outlaws Greg, Red and Snake 
attempt to steal Mason Martin’s mine because they desire to be rich but without 
working to earn wealth (Striker, North 9). Mephisto from the 1966 animated series 
episode, “Mephisto”, is a jewel thief of no apparent motivation beyond greed. 
Additionally, the Regulators from the 2003 television-movie are paid gunslingers working 
for the railroad who antagonize settlers and Indians because their employer deems it 
cheaper to pay outlaws than to purchase the land. Furthermore, in contrasting “good” 
and “evil” within The Lone Ranger franchise, its antagonists are largely irredeemable. 
Butch Cavendish, as depicted in The Legend of the Lone Ranger, murders any individual 
who knowingly or unknowingly interferes with his plans – even his own gang should they 
fail in their service. Throughout the film, the narrator describes Cavendish as a 
“monster”, “mad” and “everything that’s bad”. The world of The Lone Ranger franchise 
is thus described by Lawrence as both “bipolar” and “moral”, starkly contrasting the 
outlaw with the law abiding citizen (89).  Thus through engagement with the myth of the 
frontier, The Lone Ranger franchise can be understood as a morality tale that engages a 
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specific set of aesthetics tied to national identity and political ideology through 
appropriate the myth of the frontier. 
 
Classic to Revisionist 
 
The positioning of history as the wellspring of the myth of the “Wild West” is consistent 
throughout all periods of the Western genre. The utilisation and currency of the myth, 
however, changes over time as the genre develops from Classic to Revisionist.  
Distinction between the Classic and Revisionist Western thus lies along the lines of 
interpretation. Where the Classic Western interprets expansion within the dominant and 
hegemonic position of a triumphant Anglo-America, the Revisionist Western employs 
ideas associated with expansion in a multifaceted manner. Wright defines the Classic 
Western as those “films from 1930 to 1955” (32). The identification of 1955 is a 
relatively plastic classification by Wright’s own admission noting “variations” and 
“structural changes” as early as 1939 (32). While Sixguns & Society examines variations 
of plot amongst the Classic Western, Wright does not discuss the Revisionist Western. 
Instead, scholarship after Wright has often situated the Revisionist Western in the 
context of the Western genre’s declining status and production rates from the 1970s 
onwards (Buscombe 137; Gledhill 154; Herzberg 272; Neale 133; Slotkin, Gunfighter 
626). Moreover, Slotkin and Herzberg further attribute the rise of the Revisionist 
Western to changes in the ideologies and concepts at the base of the myth (Herzberg 
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272; Slotkin, Gunfighter 626). Both scholars contextualize the Revisionist Western by 
seeing it as a response to social changes resulting from events such as the Watergate 
scandal (1972) and the loss of the Vietnam War (1975) (Herzberg 272; Slotkin, 
Gunfighter 626). Slotkin contends that these events undermined the place and the role 
“for heroic action” (by soldiers, politicians and other cultural and political figures) within 
the United States, calling “into question the validity of ‘the guiding myth’” (Gunfighter 
626).  As an expression of national pride, purpose and providence itself, the ideological 
terrain on which the Western genre was based had “been radically reduced” by a 
growing social anxiety surrounding the United States’ place in the world (Slotkin, 
Gunfighter 626). Similarly, Herzberg employs the phrase “blurred” to describe the 
understanding of the Western genre’s basic social concepts from the 1970s onwards, 
arguing for a loss of “the moral imperative” that previously fuelled it (272).  
 
The Western Plot 
 
The Western plot remains persistent in the Revisionist phase, even as the degree of 
ideological conviction varies. Identifying the theme of basic social action as central to the 
Classic Western plot, Wright underscores a narrative of a heroic stranger who enters “a 
fledgling society” often in the form of an isolated frontier town (40). This new society is 
typically beset by outlaws and other elements that would stifle its growth. Through 
combat and victory over the society’s enemies the hero earns a place of respected 
 
 
 
105 
 
prominence in the town (Wright 49).  In short, the classic Western presents audiences 
with a sentimental view of society and progress, romanticizing the “wandering, 
unsettled” drifter, cowboy and gunslinger who dwells on the fringes of society and the 
wilderness whilst also affirming the ultimate value of “domestic, established life” 
(Wright 50). Listed by Wright amongst the key classic Westerns (Wright 31), Cimarron 
(Ruggles 1931) establishes its central theme of progress in a narrative that depicts the 
growth of the town of Osage from foundation in the 1889 Oklahoma Land Rush through 
to its establishment as a city in 1929. In this context, it is not only the film’s protagonist – 
Yancey – who is new to Osage; the town itself is new. Over the course of the film, as the 
township grows, the threats to society change – from outlaws and Indians in the first 
half of the film to questions of indigenous entitlement and citizenship in the second. 
Yancey sits at the forefront of every problem from Osage’s foundation to his death. 
Yancey earns respect for his moral integrity, refusing to back down from the deadliest 
outlaw or the advocacy of Indian rights, as much as his ability to fight. Similarly, The 
Lone Ranger texts create the element of a heroic stranger through the presentation of 
the Ranger himself as a masked man. This element is particularly stressed in television 
with each episode ending with the question “who was that masked man?” While the 
Lone Ranger and Tonto never settle down after defeating their outlaw antagonists, the 
actions of the pair do foster domestic life by ensuring the stability of individual families 
and townships. By curing Ben Talbot of his gold fever by reminding him of his skills as a 
saddle maker, for example, the Lone Ranger and Tonto convince the husband and father 
to abandon his life of prospecting and return to his home, protecting the nuclear family 
unit in the 1956 television episode “Christmas Story”. The Classic Western thus both 
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embraces the myth of the West and shapes it, along with the popularized history of the 
nation.  
In describing and outlining the Classic Western, the plot detailed by Wright is by no 
means definitive. Wright notes a variety of recurrent plot types – vengeance, 
professional and transition. It is perhaps Wright’s notion of the transition Western, a 
subsequent phase of the genre, that is most pertinent to the Revisionist Western. The 
vengeance plot “more or less follows the classical plot” while the professional “is similar 
to the classical plot” (Wright 85). Both deal with a society under threat from villains and 
position the task of the hero to defeat the threat. However, it is in the vengeance and 
professional plots that Wright notes a deterioration of the relationship between the 
hero and society “that continues through the transition theme” (59). Wright’s Transition 
Western is thus “almost a direct inversion of the classic plot” (74) – casting the hero out 
of society instead of drawing him in. To exemplify this, Wright points to High Noon 
(Zinneman 1952), in which the cowardly and complacent townsfolk are seen to diverge 
from “the basic code of the Western” not for their inability to defend themselves but 
their unwillingness to do so (76). The town’s reluctance to aid Marshall Will Kane in 
confronting the Miller Gang renders the town itself the true threat by transforming what 
is essentially “only a physical danger” into a harrowing gauntlet (Wright 76). The 
cynicism High Noon demonstrates towards society sees the film at odds with the ethic of 
the more typical Classic Westerns of the period. There is no discussion of progress or the 
building of society in High Noon, nor does the film refer to any particular historical 
moment. If the myth of the West exists in High Noon, it is only in the mind of Will Kane, 
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who is bound by duty to protect a town paralysed by fear and complacency. Wright does 
note of the 1950s and films such as High Noon that Westerns began to appear in which 
the relations of the Classic Western plot were “significantly changed” from the accepted 
model (74). There is in general, a contrast of plot and concern between the Classic 
Western and the transition variant of the genre, which can be seen to foreshadow the 
Revisionist Western. 
The Classic Western is underpinned by an ethos of uncritical acceptance of the myth of 
the “Wild West” as an explanation of the United States. Arguing that the popularized 
American West is wholly a cultural construction, Murdoch notes astutely “that vision is 
white and in essence Anglo-Saxon” (9). Distinct legacies within the history of the 
nineteenth-century United States, such as that of Native Americans, are paid “no 
attention” and offered “no credit” in Murdoch’s estimation (9). Indeed, Cimarron tackles 
the question of Indian citizenship at a late stage in the narrative, after expansion and 
conquest are complete, thus avoiding the issue of frontier violence. Likewise does The 
Lone Ranger franchise by presenting Tonto in an uncomplicated relationship with the 
masked man in productions prior to the 1960s (discussed in chapters five and six).  
If the dominant vision of the Western genre was wholly Anglo-American, excluding the 
experiences of other groups from “Western ‘heritage’” (Murdoch 10), then it is 
sublimated, negotiated, contested and marginalized visions of United States heritage 
that later come to fore in the Revisionist Western. By the 1970s, the point had long since 
passed that the romance of the United States’ landscape was simply an expression of an 
Anglo-American identity. In the transition from the Classic Western to the Revisionist 
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Western, the identities and ideological concerns are fractured and pluralized,  with 
“conceptual conflict between the values of bourgeois [United States] society” resulting 
in what Wright terms as “conceptual oppositions and narrative functions” (124, 135). 
The fracturing of its underlying ideology gives the Western genre a multifaceted 
existence, as such distinctions become more prominent as the Western develops. The 
difference between the Classic and Revisionist Western is thus not of plot but of 
treatment of the myth. 
The Revisionist Western contrasts with the Classic Western. The Revisionist Western 
does not take for granted the genre’s traditional themes of social order and progress as 
the Classic did. Rather, the Revisionist Western undercuts and critiques them. These 
themes remain, but the approach to them is drastically different. Perhaps the revising of 
themes in the Western genre is defined best by Slotkin, who positions the Revisionist 
Western as examples of the genre that have peaked “behind the façade of Western 
mythology” (Gunfighter 629). The Revisionist Western is one that embodies “the 
alternative types” of interpretation regarding the United States, its culture and history 
(Slotkin, Gunfighter 628). The treatment of institutions of the government and corporate 
interests, for instance, while deemed sacred in the Classic Western, are criticized in the 
Revisionist Western. The corporate entities previously treated as agents of civilization 
discussing in terms of empire – such as ranching, the railroad or mining – become the 
Revisionist Western’s “symbol of the oppressor”, constituting the antithesis of society as 
“a faceless corporation, the mercenary spirit incarnate, the symbol of all that is wrong 
with modern civilization” (Slotkin, Gunfighter 605). The exaltation of the railroad that 
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Kansas Pacific (Nazarro 1953) displays in its lingering shots of railroad construction, 
engineering and trains rolling along tracks mingled with conversation of patriotism and 
the future of the United States, for instance, displays a patriotic affection for the railway 
as a national institution. Such affection is wholly absent in The Wild Bunch (Peckinpah 
1969), in which the railroad hires outlaw Deke Thornton and a gang of bounty hunters, 
whose trigger-happy attitude sees them carelessly gun down bystanders, to murder Pike 
Bishop and his outlaw gang. The focus is distinct in both films also. In The Wild Bunch, 
Thornton’s deeds are directed by a railroad executive who commands from a distant 
office. By contrast, the protagonists of Kansas Pacific are Cal and Smokestack, engineers 
engaged directly with the work of building the railroad. In similar terms the government 
becomes distant and remote, separated from the frontier and unable to protect its 
citizens or police its corporate appendages in the Revisionist Western. Typically 
represented by the Cavalry as an “agent of its [the government’s] policy”, the 
government becomes the harbingers of “savage war” both to the Indian and to Anglo-
Americans in the form of the Civil War (Slotkin, Gunfighter 349, 561). The immortality 
John Wayne’s Captain Yorke attributes to his fallen Cavalry comrades at the conclusion 
of Fort Apache (Ford 1948), promising “they'll keep on living as long as the regiment 
lives” – glorifying their deaths. No such veneration of the armed forces or conflict 
appears in The Outlaw Josey Wales (Eastwood 1976), with the United States military 
presented in an antagonistic role as the murderers of Wales’ family, his relentless 
pursuers, and as executing unarmed and surrendered enemy soldiers.3 Within the 
                                                     
3
 The United States military within The Outlaw Josey Wales are specifically Union Guerrillas nicknamed 
 
 
 
110 
 
Revisionist Western the institutions of government and industry are not simply and 
plainly positive. Rather, the government and industry of the Revisionist Western are 
treated conversely as both antagonistic to and integrated with society.  
Spanning the periods of both the Classic and Revisionist Westerns, The Lone Ranger 
franchise itself fits neither category. Rather, individual productions of The Lone Ranger 
franchise fit the Classic and Revisionist phases of the Western, through being produced 
respectively in the corresponding periods of the Western genre.  As numerous scholars 
have noted, The Lone Ranger texts generally involve formulaic plots (Dunning 408-7; 
Jewett and Lawrence, Captain 31; Rothel 86-9; Santo, Transmedia 98). The standard 
Lone Ranger plot is employed in both the Classic and Revisionist phases of the Western 
genre. The typical narrative for a Lone Ranger text begins with an Anglo-American citizen 
of an isolated frontier community (generally, but not always, a town) who is suffering 
from some form of injustice. Typically the cause of this injustice is a criminal - an outlaw 
or a dishonest member of the local township. The problem is brought to the attention of 
the Lone Ranger and Tonto through variable means. The Lone Ranger and Tonto may be 
drawn into the matter incidentally, by pursuing an outlaw who is the cause of the 
problem or related to the cause of the problem, or by randomly encountering the citizen 
in trouble. Other narratives see the pair arriving after miraculously hearing of the 
problem and responding. After their arrival, the Lone Ranger and Tonto identify the 
cause of the injustice and what is preventing the culprit from simply being dealt with by 
                                                                                                                                                              
conversely the Red Legs and Jayhawkers during the Kansas Border War (1854-61) and the American Civil 
War (1861-5). 
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local authorities, and then apprehend the criminal. Throughout this process the Lone 
Ranger and Tonto commonly work with a Marshal, Sheriff or other local authority.   
“The Forest Fire”, a 1937 radio episode, is a typical example of a Lone Ranger plot. In this 
episode lumber camp foreman Zeke Vincent plans to dominate the local lumber market 
by setting fire to a patch of land owned by his competitors. While explaining the plot to 
his henchmen, Zeke discovers the camp’s cook, Clem, asleep under the foreman’s office 
window. Thinking Clem had overheard the plot, Zeke fires the cook and uses his 
influence as foreman to enlist the lumberjacks in running Clem out of the camp – raising 
a “hullabaloo” in the process. The outburst sends Clem running for his life, when he 
happens to meet the Lone Ranger and Tonto. Thinking the matter suspicious, the Lone 
Ranger and Tonto investigate and discover Zeke’s plot while working with Clem as a man 
who knows the local terrain. Capturing one of Zeke’s henchmen with the tools to start 
the fire, the Lone Ranger obtains a confession from him that implicates Zeke Vincent. 
Similarly, “True Believers”, a short story by Thom Brannan from 2012’s The Lone Ranger 
Chronicles also demonstrates a typical Lone Ranger plot (275-92). Opening with the Lone 
Ranger and Tonto coming across Tim beaten and dying in the wilderness, the pair rush 
him to the nearest town. Tim dies after the Lone Ranger discovers he was local to the 
town and the masked man’s curiosity is peaked when the Sheriff appears unconcerned. 
Looking further into the matter, the Lone Ranger uncovers a gang of violent child-
vigilantes are responsible for Tim’s death. Moreover, the children’s actions are 
protected by the town and organized by the Sheriff. To destroy the Sheriff’s influence 
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over the children, the Lone Ranger challenges the lawman to a fair fight. In defeat, the 
Sheriff is humiliated and loses his charismatic grip over the children.   
From 1933 through to 2013 the same basic plot structure remains within Lone Ranger 
texts. Details of geography, stock characters, problems and antagonists for each 
particular plot often vary greatly between productions and instalments. But these are 
variations within a specific narrative formula. The differences between the two 
narratives above, however, exemplify the Classic and Revisionist Westerns, respectively. 
In “The Forrest Fire” it is not the lumber company, but one man in one company, Zeke 
Vincent, who is to blame. At the end of the episode, the lumber company continues 
their business. By contrast, in “True Believers” an entire township is complicate in 
criminality. The shift is one from individual blame to collective, moving the emphasis 
from the outlaw as driven by personal greed to a problem that is a symptom of wider 
social deficiencies. While Zeke Vincent worked with a gang of underlings in “The Forrest 
Fire”, the collective lumberjacks of both timber companies in the episode work together 
to stop the fire – highlighting the marginal perspective from which Vincent’s actions 
stem. In “True Believers” the town had attempted to “attract the railroad people to the 
area” (Lustina 283). By the time the masked man and Tonto arrive the attempt has long 
failed, leaving the area isolated and lawless. The town’s active endorsement of the 
Sheriff’s child-vigilante gang stems from the need for stability. While The Lone Ranger 
franchise maintains a basic plot structure throughout its development, the treatment of 
the masked man’s mission in terms of culpability and outlawry shifts focus from 
individual, greedy criminals to those based within wider social phenomenon.  
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Changes to The Lone Ranger franchise with the Revisionist phase of the Western genre 
are subtle but meaningful. Moreover, the examples seen in “The Forrest Fire” and “True 
Believers” are common throughout the franchise. For instance, the association of Butch 
Cavendish with the government in The Legend of the Lone Ranger in the form of a 
disgraced Civil War veteran imbues the outlaw with a distinct connotation from 
preceding television and radio portrayals. While television and radio presented 
Cavendish’s actions with no further explanation than the villain’s status as an outlaw, 
The Legend of the Lone Ranger implies a limited degree of government culpability by 
situating Cavendish’s activities with the Civil War. Likewise, as will be discussed further 
in chapter seven, while Indians within The Lone Ranger are acquired citizens, colonial 
violence comes to be implemented as a threat and counter balance to the failure to 
assimilate. The plot structure of The Lone Ranger texts does not alter significantly 
between the periods of the Classic and Revisionist Western, but the thematic treatment 
of the myth, history, society and the masked man’s vigilantism develops. 
 
Indians in the Western  
 
The Indian is one such marginalized characterization in the Classic Western. Of all the 
conventions within the Western, perhaps it is the “cowboy and Indian game”, to borrow 
Slotkin’s term, which is the most significant (Fatal 18).  John Lenihan argues that the 
Revisionist Western’s Indian acts as a touchstone for the “liberal slant” (Lenihan 123), a 
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tendency that can be seen within Westerns approaching the Revisionist period, 
embodied in films such as Broken Arrow (Daves 1950). Lenihan expands this notion to 
suggest that those Westerns “that depicted the Indian as a hostile menace, however, 
were bucking the tide of the Indian as a victim of white prejudice” (Lenihan 123). With 
the Revisionist Western’s opening of the genre to alternative interpretations of the 
Western’s key features such as the Indian, there is portrayed a “reality of disorder and 
violence” that opposes any “fond reminiscences of the Old West” in favour of a 
multifaceted frontier construction (Lenihan 128). Lenihan further situates the Revisionist 
Western as themed with contradiction and competition, replacing the Anglo-American 
centred presentation of history and society in the Western genre with a measure of 
inquiry and counter-narrative (129-30). Extending Lenihan’s conception, it can be argued 
that the Indian itself serves as a touchstone for the differences and alternative social 
values between the Classic and Revisionist Westerns.  
Throughout the Classic Western, the Indian is presented as an antagonist to the 
expanding United States. Presented as the enemy of civilization, Tavernetti situates the 
Classic Western as helping “permanently etch stereotypes of the Hollywood Indian” into 
the public mindset (40). Tavernetti further asserts that within the Classic Western, the 
Indian acts as an “external obstacle” to the goals of the protagonist, a “malevolent 
American Indian ‘other’” (40-1). Tavernetti denies the Indian of the Classic Western 
characterization beyond stock status, framing the Indian in their role as savage enemy, 
an “antagonistic force” that serve as “embodiments of the untamed wilderness” (42-3). 
The narrative function of the Indian of the Classic Western was thus akin to floods, fire, 
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and snow as problems without personifications.  The Indians (identified as Nez Perce) in 
“A Head of Hair”, a 1960 episode of Have Gun - Will Travel, are simply present in the 
wilderness – appearing from the forest and plain with no explanation of their 
occurrence. As the show’s protagonist, Paladin, embarks into the wilderness the camera 
pans across the landscape, catching the profiled figure of three mounted Nez Perce 
framed between branches, highlighting the Indian’s place in the wilderness. Even non-
violent encounters carry with them the tension and potential to explode into combat, 
characterized by veiled threats and tests of courage and might. Similarly supporting the 
conception of the Classic Western’s Indian as an embodiment of the wilderness, 
Herzberg notes that between 1930 and 1950, the Indian was typically presented as a 
“marauder” who “ravaged the countryside” (67). Within the Classic Western, Indians 
were associated with the wilderness as an antagonist. 
Positioned as the antithesis of civilization, the Indian became an embodiment of “those 
enemies who thrived in the wilderness” in a primordial fashion (Herzberg 68). Herzberg 
does not, however, view the Indian purely in the terms laid out by Tavernetti.  
Paradoxically, whilst situating the Indian of the Classic Western as a thing of “madness” 
from an era when white skin colour implies goodness, Herzberg points to a limited but 
mixed presentation of the “positive” Indian (100). Specifically, Herzberg offers Tonto as 
an example of the “positive” Indian and points to the 1938 film serial, The Lone Ranger, 
and its 1939 sequel, The Lone Ranger Rides Again as examples (63). Indeed, throughout 
both films Tonto is always at the masked man’s beck and call, always unquestioning in 
his service and loyalty – even at great personal danger. Great personal danger is 
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emphasised in The Lone Ranger Rides Again when the masked man attempts to rescue 
homesteader Jed Scott from the Black Raiders. Pinned by the Raiders gunfire, Tonto is 
given the task of flanking the outlaws, breaking cover to fire from horseback allowing 
the masked man and Scott to escape. In contrast to the Indian as antagonist, “peaceful” 
characterizations are not associated with the wilderness. Rather “peaceful” Indians in 
the Classic Western are tied specifically to Anglo-American society typically through the 
status as sidekick to a heroic white protagonist as a “tame” Indian or sidekick, as Tonto 
is. In either case, bound to the struggles and causes of Anglo-American society, the 
tamed Indian or sidekick of the white hero salutes the flag, to borrow Herzberg’s 
metaphor (62). In short, the peaceful Indian is assimilated, or in the process of becoming 
thereof, and acts to explain the proper role – usually one of subservience of the Indian in 
Anglo-American society. Within the Classic Western, the Indian is typically an outsider, 
associated with the wilderness and often depicted either as an enemy or else as 
assimilated. 
Indians in The Lone Ranger franchise were the enemy. But in the setting of The Lone 
Ranger narratives, frontier conflicts are largely situated in the past. The Indian is 
presented as a past enemy turned embattled citizen. The Lone Ranger narrative is set 
sometime after the end of the American Civil War and before the 1880s – as noted in 
the program’s writer’s guide (Rothel 88). However, none of the conflicts between 
indigenous cultures and the expanding United States that looms large in written 
histories of this period feature in the franchise. There is no conflict between “American 
expansionists” and distinct “groups of mounted nomads who were themselves 
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expanding” (White, Misfortune 94), such as the Comanche and Sioux, across the Great 
Plains between the 1850s and 1880s. Nor is there consistent raiding in the south-west 
between the 1840s and 1860s by the Navajo, Ute and Apache (White, Misfortune 99). 
Instead of an enemy, The Lone Ranger productions present the Indian as an former 
enemy that has since been taken into the United States’ borders as citizen, resulting 
from the acquisition of formerly Indian lands. The Indian within The Lone Ranger’s 
interpretation of the "Wild West" thus exists as a problem to be worked upon. The 1949 
television episode, “The Renegades”, is an overt but not uncommon example of The 
Lone Ranger franchise’s characterization of the Indian. The episode ominously opens 
with the following declaration: “Indians on the warpath, red man versus white. Burnings, 
scalping, atrocities, massacres. These scenes of bloodshed and death have vanished 
from the west”. The episode goes on to outline a “solemn treaty” that protects the 
Indian’s property rights in the form of “large grants of land onto which to live” and 
regular shipments of eastern wares. Anglo-American civilization has thus overtaken The 
Lone Ranger franchise’s Indian, who are presented as struggling to assimilate and can 
achieve a place in the new society, but not alone if Tonto is any indication. In this 
respect, it is worth emphasizing the central role of themes of colonial partnership in The 
Lone Ranger franchise. Tonto’s positioning beside the Ranger promises a future point in 
the development of society, in which the Indian has been assimilated and guided 
towards a notion of civilization particular to Anglo-America and exemplified by the Lone 
Ranger himself. It is with the Indian that The Lone Ranger franchise deviates from the 
Classic Western conception of assimilation or foe by presenting a third construction of 
the Indian as acquired citizenry. 
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If the antagonistic or assimilated Indian is a colonial construction within the Classic 
Western, it is not one that is overt in the Revisionist Western. In the context of the 
Revisionist Western, the construction of a Indian perspective occurs from the 1950s 
onwards (Herzberg 160; Seals 636-7; Stedman, Shadows 206-8). Indeed, depictions of 
Indians with problems, as opposed to Indians configured as problems, appear with 
increasing prominence towards the end of the 1950s.  The tone for the revision of the 
Indian as a character type in the Western genre had been set at the onset of the decade 
with Broken Arrow which presents an ultimately ambiguous characterization of Indians 
(Buscombe 101; Herzberg 107; Price 160; Stedman, Shadows 208). Indians are 
characterized by the film through contrast with Anglo-American characters in terms of 
their costuming, a mixture of buckskin, partial nudity and brightly coloured fabrics much 
as Tonto is distinguished visually from the masked man. While visual distinction remains, 
contrasting dialogue for Indian characters is largely absent in Broken Arrow. In the scene 
in which Cochise and Jeffords converse during an Apache ceremony, for example, the 
Indian comments: 
Cochise: Yes, you are very different from other white men, Tom. You learn 
to speak our tongue, try to understand our ways. 
Jeffords: Well, it is good to understand the ways of others. I respect your 
people, Cochise. 
 
While evoking the possibility of mutual respect between Indian and non-Indian 
characters, the film further situates Indians and Anglo-Americans as coexisting in the 
Western landscape. The film opens with Jeffords encountering Geronimo in the 
wilderness and from here, very little of the narrative takes place in the nearby town. 
Both Indian and Anglo-American are equally antagonistic. When a peace treaty is 
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established, both Anglo-Americans and Indians break it in the form of an assassination 
attempt against Cochise by racist townsfolk and a stagecoach ambush by renegade 
Apaches. Thus the film sympathizes with both sides providing that they seek 
reconciliation, presenting both peaceful Indians and accepting Anglo-Americans as 
protagonists within the Western myth. The racist townsfolk and warmongering Indian 
remain on the outside of their respective societies with the former arrested and 
Geronimo exiled. Thus, in Broken Arrow “none of the good-Indians-don’t-slay-whites, 
bad-Indians-do dichotomy [is] portrayed” with peace depicted as fragile and threatened 
to be undone at the slightest misdeed (Shadows 208). Because of the absence of the 
antagonistic-assimilation Indian binary, Stedman stresses that “things were different in 
Broken Arrow […] it disturbed the savage-horde status quo” (Shadows 206). Stedman 
elaborates to argue that the film “placed the Apaches at the centre of the decision 
making and solution seeking” (Shadows 206). The revision of Indian characterization 
from features of the landscape to personified beings highlights the contrast between the 
Classic and Revisionist Westerns. The Revisionist Western thus does not necessarily 
discard the Indian’s outsider status as evoked through distinction from Anglo-America, 
but merely presents the Indian as a valid character type. 
The outlook of Broken Arrow is quite similar to The Legend of the Lone Ranger. The film 
places renewed emphasis on the previous friendship between the masked man and 
Tonto. In the opening scene, for instance, a young John Reid saves a young Tonto from a 
band of outlaws. Reid’s act is not uncommon in The Lone Ranger franchise, also featured 
in the television series and Mathew Baugh’s 2012 short story, “Kemosabe” [sic] in The 
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Lone Ranger Chronicles (18-39). However, The Legend of the Lone Ranger provides its 
own distinct twist. Following this act, Reid’s parents perish at the hands of outlaws. 
Tonto’s family adopts Reid who lives as a literal sibling to Tonto for a time. Herein, Reid 
follows “the Indian way” by joining Tonto’s family. In a manner that is emblematic of The 
Lone Ranger productions as a whole, the Indian tribe is thus portrayed as welcoming the 
young Reid. The Legend of the Lone Ranger is typical of the franchise following the 1950s 
in that Tonto notes in passing that Anglo-American encroachment has “taken from me 
my wife and my child”, implying that they died in frontier warfare. Also typical of The 
Lone Ranger texts is the film’s positioning of the loss of Tonto’s family as a back story 
and the omission of any further reference to frontier violence in the present, 
underscoring the latter’s association with the past. Colonial expansion in this vein 
continues in the Revisionist Western but takes on a more subtle element (Kasdan and 
Tavernetti 129). In the case of The Lone Ranger texts of the Revisionist period, this 
means acknowledging frontier violence but situating it largely in the past. The Revisionist 
Westerns of the 1970s and later years display an inversion of the traditional stereotype 
of the Indian as the frontier enemy. This inversion illustrates an external, yet seemingly 
sociable, Indian other (Kasdan and Tavernetti 129). 
The Lone Ranger franchise shows a growth of form that is broadly related to that of the 
Western, highlighting in its development the movement from Classic to Revisionist 
formats. The key difference between the Classic and Revisionist Western resides with its 
treatment of the Myth of the “Wild West”. The Classic Western upheld the myth of the 
“Wild West” in terms of history, along with the treatment of the government institutions 
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and corporate appendages as sacrosanct. Both Classic and Revisionist Westerns engage 
the nineteenth-century expansion of the United States for setting, plot and character. 
However, the Revisionist Western questions the myth and its associated depiction of the 
United States. The Indian character type is telling of this division.  Throughout the Classic 
Western the portrayal of Indians is divided between the antagonistic Indians of the 
wilderness and the “tame” Indians who act in the service of Anglo-American society, 
such as Tonto. Indians within the Revisionist Western thus contrast sharply as members 
of an alternative society. Thus, the general place of The Lone Ranger franchise as a 
Western is evident broadly in the franchise’s engagement of the myth of the “Wild 
West”, and the imaginative use of history within the genre. Like other Westerns, The 
Lone Ranger franchise engages history in frequently superficial ways to establish setting, 
character and action forming both a specific and enduring portion of the Western falling 
inside the broad and general strokes of the Western genre and its conception of the 
myth. 
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Chapter Four: The Lone Ranger franchise 
 
Throughout their illustrious partnership the Lone Ranger and Tonto have been portrayed 
by a variety of actors and existed simultaneously on film, television and within print. 
Narratives of The Lone Ranger franchise have seen the masked man and Tonto battle the 
mad-science machinery of scientist outlaws in the 1966 animated series, combat Aztec 
aliens in The Lone Ranger and Tonto Topps comic books, and possess alternate and 
secret identities in the 1930s film serials for the masked man and the 2003 television 
movie for Tonto. In short, The Lone Ranger franchise has displayed a wide variety of 
distinct influences, artistic and authorial perspectives, forms of antagonism, mediums 
and styles between 1933 and 2013. However, as this chapter argues, The Lone Ranger 
franchise has consistently maintained the central figures of the Lone Ranger and Tonto. 
In this format, The Lone Ranger franchise does not have a singular or common theme 
that extends across its development. Rather the franchise consists of a highly formulaic 
series of motifs and narratives that occupy distinct productions from 1933 through to 
2013. These motifs and narratives are explored in this chapter by drawing on media 
theory, forming a framework in which Tonto and other motifs take on shifting 
arrangements and presentations, the significance of which changes over time. 
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Specific Characteristics of a Media Franchise  
 
The Lone Ranger is a media franchise, with productions that have existed since 1933. In 
his book, Convergence Culture, Henry Jenkins defines a media franchise as storytelling 
across multiple media (Convergence 113-5). Jenkins goes on to examine the manner in 
which narrative is developed within individual productions throughout a franchise, 
arguing that “different franchises follow their own logic” (Convergence 114). He points 
to two contrasting forms of narrative development. The first emphasizes a shared 
setting in which distinct narratives unfold while the second introduces new aspects of 
the setting with each narrative (Convergence 114). The Lone Ranger franchise occupies 
Jenkins’ second type of narrative development. While individual productions of the 
franchise are consistently set in an imaginary nineteenth-century United States that is 
standard for the Western genre, this setting is not identical across productions. Rather, 
each production of The Lone Ranger franchise establishes its own version of the “Wild 
West” while drawing on tropes of the Western genre. Though there may be similarities, 
the adventures of the Lone Ranger and Tonto in the television series that ran from 1948 
to 1957 are not those featured inside Dell’s concurrent (1948 through 1962) comic 
books, for instance. Each production is distinct, with individual narratives occurring 
without reference to the others. However, irrespective of whether the setting changes 
during franchise development, Jenkins argues that this “world-making follows its own 
market logic, at a time when filmmakers are as much in the business of creating licensed 
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goods as they are in telling stories” (Convergence 114-5). The media franchise is defined 
in terms of shared content across media productions. 
Following a similar line of thought to Jenkins regarding the media franchise, Clare Parody 
argues that adaptation facilitates the franchise experience for the audience (2). Parody 
defines adaptation as a movement “across platforms” (2), achieved in The Lone Ranger 
franchise through the implementation of narratives with established features across 
multiple productions. These features include the image of television’s Clayton Moore 
and Jay Silverheels along with the ambush narrative discussed below. Parody notes that 
the use of adaptation within the franchise offers consumers “a particular kind of fictional 
experience”, one that is both engrossing and containing a multitude of perspectives 
from varied media (3). Operating in this way, “adaptation is fundamentally sympathetic 
to the aims and protocols of franchise storytelling” and it becomes an efficient means of 
utilizing fictional works and existing fan bases (Parody 2). In this theory, each act of 
adaptation and re-adaptation is also an act of re-popularization of the work, opening the 
source material to new and increasingly varied audiences. Parody includes spin-offs and 
other associated production under her conception of adaptation as “ancillary products” 
which transfer the narrative to diverse consumption preferences (7). The Dell comic 
book spinoff, The Lone Ranger’s Famous Horse Hi-Yo Silver (1952-60), is distinct in focus 
for The Lone Ranger franchise in that its narratives star Silver in tales of heroic animal 
adventure over those of crime and outlawry starring the masked man. With the 
adventures of the masked man adapted into multiple forms of media it might further be 
suggested that a media franchise takes on an existence that is innately intermedial, to 
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paraphrase Parody (4). Parody defines the franchise’s intermedial state as existing in 
circumstances of “fusion, hybridity, and cross-pollination between media” rather than in 
a single medium (4). The Lone Ranger franchise began on radio but every production has 
built on the idea of the masked man and Tonto and their vigilantism in the nineteenth-
century western United States. Each production contributes something to The Lone 
Ranger franchise, with ideas adapted between productions in a non-linear fashion.  
Dell’s The Lone Ranger comic books drew directly on the television series that aired 
throughout the 1950s, for instance, by employing photographs of Clayton Moore in 
place of its traditional illustrated covers in 1957. 
In consisting of distinct media, the franchise involves multiple sites and industries of 
production. In an argument similar to Parody’s concept of adaptation, Derek Johnson 
views the media franchise as an unrestricted series of texts with which the franchise’s 
title is associated (“Franchise” 14). Johnson denotes this through the term “inter-
industry”, defined as the manner in which a franchise is supported “in several other 
markets” beyond the one in which the first text appeared (“Franchise” 14). Placing 
growth from this original text as the key to understanding a franchise, Johnson argues 
that the media franchise is an “enduring cultural process” (“Franchise” 14). Like Jenkins, 
Johnson defines the media franchise as a narrative which has “supported multiple sites 
of content production” (“Franchise” 14). In doing so, Johnson refers to the repetition 
and adaptation of plot and character across numerous mediums. The presence of the 
masked man, Tonto and Silver in the majority of The Lone Ranger productions is an 
example of this, along with the plot device of the masked man’s origin as an ambushed 
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Texas Ranger who becomes a masked vigilante. Johnson also sees recurring elements as 
characteristic of the media franchise, though he conceives the media franchise as the 
end product of the negotiation between production and content (“Franchise” 15). This 
negotiation is an “embattling process” of accommodation and concession between the 
demands of market, medium and productive era in which the narrative processes of the 
media franchise grow and develop (Johnson, “Franchise” 15).  
While each of the definitions offered by Jenkins, Parody and Johnson highlight distinct 
perspectives of the media franchise, they all emphasise two key factors. The first is that 
a media franchise is constructed across multiple markets occurring over a prolonged 
period of time. Each of these definitions also emphasizes a certain volume of 
adaptations, with the narrative itself external to a single text or medium. Moreover the 
volume of productions leads to the second characteristic of a media franchise, that of 
recurring motifs. As a media franchise includes multiple texts over a period of time, 
individual productions are engaged by and with distinct talents, medium, and tastes. In 
brief there occur numerous variations throughout a media franchise. Will Brooker, for 
instance, contrasts the renditions of Batman in Frank Miller’s Dark Knight Returns and 
Allan Moore’s The Killing Joke (Batman 268). In doing so, Brooker argues that similarities 
between productions in a franchise often become mere superficialities (Batman 268).  
Specifically, while pointing out the inevitable, climactic carnival battle scene between 
the Joker and Batman in both Miller and Moore’s respective works, Brooker contrasts 
the gritty, limited dialogue and violent vigilantism of Miller’s Batman with the long-
speeches and rehabilitation ethic of Moore’s (Batman 268). Brooker further argues that 
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it is not character, setting and plot that string individual productions within a franchise 
together because these are subject to change between productions (Batman 268-9). 
Rather, each production in a media franchise contains recognizable, repeated elements, 
employed to identify the text with the title. These elements, as David Buckingham and 
Julian Sefton-Green argue in relation to the variety of Pokémon products, follow the 
consumer as they navigate the franchise’s varied incarnations from cartoons and card 
games to toys and video games (382). It is not the individual elements of particular 
narratives that constitute the recognizable aspects of a media franchise but the broader 
framework of familiar and recurring elements that become associated with the idea of 
the franchise itself.  
A series of recognizable, repeated elements are present in The Lone Ranger franchise. 
Frequently, as discussed later in this chapter, productions of The Lone Ranger feature a 
band of Texas Rangers who are betrayed by one of their own and ambushed. Only one 
survives, educated Texas Ranger John Reid, who puts on a mask and becomes the Lone 
Ranger. Additionally, in the majority of productions, the traitor is known only as Collins 
and the ambush is conducted by Butch Cavendish and the Cavendish Gang.  It is these 
recognizable elements that are the key aspect of the franchise. Jenkins goes one step 
further than Buckingham and Sefton-Green in his analysis of the significance of recurrent 
elements. Employing The Matrix (The Wachowskis 1999) as an example, Jenkins 
describes the recognizable, repeated elements of a media franchise in the following way: 
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Across those various manifestations of the franchise, there are dozens of 
recurring motifs, such as Morpheus’s bald head and mirror-shade 
sunglasses, the insectlike ships, Neo’s hand gestures, or Trinity’s 
acrobatics. […] No given work will reproduce every element, but each 
must use enough that we recognize at a glance that these works belong to 
the same fictional realm. [sic] (Jenkins, Convergence 113) 
Jenkins argues that recurring motifs lend a certain encyclopaedic quality to the media 
franchise, by serving as touchstones of reference and information spread across varied 
productions. That is not to suggest audiences will necessarily consume each aspect of 
the franchise. Rather, audiences consume individual productions with “different degrees 
of attentiveness and selectivity” (Jenkins, Textual 57). Jenkins further argues that 
depending on the attentiveness to the productions, audiences experience differing 
degrees of “ideological complicities demanded by the text” (Textual 62). But for those 
audiences who consume multiple productions, there are dozens of obvious links and 
connections which build both convention and expectation (Jenkins, Convergence 113; 
Jenkins, Textual 90; Johnson, “Franchise” 14). In The Lone Ranger franchise there is the 
convention, for instance, that Tonto is an Indian. There is also the expectation that a 
“Lone Ranger” narrative will include an ambush.  
The media franchise, through recurring elements takes on a certain exploratory and 
cartographic element with the audience possessing the option to trace recurring motifs 
from one production to another.  At the same time, however, in a franchise there are 
typically long sequences and highly influential productions which focus on extremely 
similar recurring motifs, from which can be seen to derive a certain hierarchy in the 
media franchise (Parody 7).  Parody expands this concept by situating various 
productions of a media franchise as “facets of an overarching entertainment experience, 
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part of rather than in opposition to engaging with a beloved property” (8). Within 
Parody’s idea of hierarchy, each extension of a franchise is “positioned as revitalizing 
and giving depth to a creation, not diluting or betraying it” (8). For instance, 1994’s The 
Lone Ranger and Tonto comic series featured an unusual antagonist for the masked man 
and Tonto in the form of an Aztec demon from outer space. An extra-terrestrial 
antagonist is unique throughout the franchise. But The Lone Ranger and Tonto is no less 
a narrative about a masked vigilante in the nineteenth-century United States. 
Productions in a media franchise, through employing recurring motifs, are not copies of 
copies, but unique texts with common and comparable points of reference and spatial 
relations. 
Stock characters serve a purpose in establishing the conventions and expectations of a 
media franchise, Jenkins argues (Conventions 113). Specifically, he discusses The Matrix 
film in relation to the franchise’s video game productions in which the use of stock 
characters draws on familiar tropes and characterizing elements from the film. As such, 
the stock character serves as a shorthand expression for features of the wider setting 
and narrative (Jenkins, Convergence 120).  In drawing on the assumed expectations and 
conventions of what an audience will recognize, stock characters evoke “an immediate 
engagement for viewers who come into the theatre knowing who these characters are 
and what they can do” (Jenkins, Convergence 121). Narratives of The Lone Ranger 
franchise also include many stock characters. At the very least, each production of The 
Lone Ranger franchise features the heroic lawman, the Indian and the outlaw along with 
other Western character types such as the drummer, the gambler, the soiled dove, the 
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prospector, and the ranchers. The use of stock characters in The Lone Ranger texts 
means the individual franchise production does not have to establish a distinct vision of 
the nineteenth-century United States frontier. Rather, individual productions can draw 
on expected audience knowledge of what the popular “Wild West” should look like from 
previous and existing productions of The Lone Ranger franchise, along with the wider 
Western genre as a whole. In this sense, part of The Lone Ranger franchise’s recognition 
is not solely based on its position as a media franchise but drawn from its status as a 
Western. While characters that begin as stock characters may develop further and 
deviate from their stock status as the narrative progresses, fleshing out from “stick 
figures”, the audience’s understanding grows from this initial recognition (Jenkins 
Convergence 121). While the media franchise thus engages with varying mediums and 
eras of production, narratives within a franchise involve the interplay of existing and 
recognizable elements, linking the texts under a joint title. 
 
Shape of the Lone Ranger franchise  
 
The Lone Ranger franchise presents a consistent formula of recurring motifs. It is the 
presence of this consistent formula that allows the characters of the Lone Ranger and 
Tonto to develop in diverse ways through a range of franchise productions. Pointing to a 
similar formula surrounding characters such as Batman, Dracula and Sherlock Holmes, 
Will Brooker asserts that the presence of recurring motifs provides a “rigid and 
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consistent template which specifies not just the character’s appearance but his location, 
associates, motivations and attributes” (39-40). Brooker further states that a 
“character’s position as a cultural icon is, then, due to the extent to which he can adapt 
within key parameters” (39). While Tonto, the mask, an ambushed Texas Ranger, Silver, 
and the silver bullets are collectively staple features of The Lone Ranger franchise, they 
are also individually fluid concepts that are capable of assuming a variety of meanings. 
The malleable nature of the franchise’s individual recurring motifs therefore allows a 
wide and varied degree of interpretations to “correspond to a minimal defining 
structure” (Brooker 39). In the 1950s, comic books and Striker’s novels position Silver as 
the finest stallion in Wild Horse Valley, while the 2003 television movie and 2013 feature 
film respectively present the horse as a mystic spirit-animal. But in all of these texts, 
Silver is consistently a fantastic horse and mount for the Lone Ranger. There exists a 
degree of consistency to the presentation of recurring motifs within The Lone Ranger 
franchise. 
In the context of this rigid yet minimalist formula, the popularity of individual mediums 
plays a key role in establishing the template. Productions within mediums that are more 
readily and widely consumed create interpretations of recurring motifs that are more 
widely known and easily recognized, forging what Scolari terms a “central axis” for the 
franchise (598). Both the 1950s comic books and Striker’s novels are produced in the 
context of the concurrent radio and television series, for instance. The interpretation of 
Silver and other recurring motifs in comic books and novels during the 1950s follows 
trends established by television and radio. The 2003 film, however, occurs in the 
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absence of concurrent productions and is thus more freely able to reinterpret Silver. 
Productions within more popular media thus take prominence over those with a 
comparatively limited consumption. The prominence of certain media, such as 
television, sees some productions in less popular media as “more or less distant 
satellites” to more popular and accessible forms (Scolari 598). In the case of The Lone 
Ranger franchise, the central forms in the first half of the twentieth century were initially 
radio and later television, with all other forms drawing from these two media. For the 
media franchise, shifting status of various media forms largely drive the interpretation of 
recurring motifs and other content (Scolari 599).  Narratives within The Lone Ranger 
franchise are reinterpretations shaped by shifts in the popularity of individual media and 
the differences between medium forms.  
Approaching The Lone Ranger franchise as consisting of a multiplicity of texts with 
shared recurring motifs, the franchise can be seen to have grown from its 1933 origin as 
a radio series to become a title applied to a large quantity of productions. Radio 
historian Terry Salomonson records The Lone Ranger as premiering on the thirty-first of 
January, 1933, produced by George W. Trendle’s Detroit radio station WXYZ (1). The 
radio series aired its final original broadcast on the thirty-first of May, 1954 (Rothel 187). 
Later relegated to re-broadcasting, the radio series continued until it was cancelled in 
1956 (Salomonson 176-7). From 1933 through to 1956 the radio series was adapted into 
novels, a magazine series, films, television and comic books. Novels were the first 
adaptation of the masked man’s adventures with the initial volume, entitled The Lone 
Ranger, published in 1936. This novel was followed by others to produce a series of 
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eighteen volumes in total.4 The first novel was written by Gaylord Dubois but the 
remainder of the novels in the series were written by Fran Striker. Striker began his 
contribution to The Lone Ranger franchise as a freelance writer hired by Trendle to work 
on the first thirty-four scripts of The Lone Ranger radio series. As media historians James 
Van Hise and David Rothel respectively note, by December 1933 Striker was the head 
writer for the radio series (Hise 14-5; Rothel 30-2). The Lone Ranger radio program was a 
cooperative production on the part of WXYZ staff and Rothel notes that other creative 
talents were also involved, such as radio director James Jewell, who “contributed 
considerably more to the creation of the Lone Ranger than he is given credit for” (Rothel 
32). However, Striker’s contribution to The Lone Ranger franchise can be considered to 
be quite substantial in terms of quantity. In addition to overseeing the radio program’s 
production personally, writing many of its scripts and the aforementioned novels, Striker 
wrote the short-lived The Lone Ranger magazine, which appeared in print in 1937 and 
consisted of eight issues in total, published by Trojan.5  
                                                     
4
 The later novels in this series are The Lone Ranger and the Mystery Ranch (1938), The Lone Ranger and 
the Gold Robbery (1939), The Lone Ranger and the Outlaw Stronghold (1939), The Lone Ranger and Tonto 
(1940), The Lone Ranger at the Haunted Gulch (1941), The Lone Ranger Traps the Smugglers (1941), The 
Lone Ranger Rides Again (1943), The Lone Ranger Rides North (1943), The Lone Ranger and the Silver 
Bullet (1948), The Lone Ranger on Powderhorn Trail (1949), The Lone Ranger in Wild Horse Canyon (1950), 
The Lone Ranger West of Maverick Pass (1951), The Lone Ranger on Gunsight Mesa (1952), The Lone 
Ranger and the Bitter Spring Feud (1953), The Lone Ranger and the Code of the West (1954), The Lone 
Ranger and Trouble on the Santa Fe (1955), The Lone Ranger on Red Butte Trail (1956). While all eighteen 
volumes were published by Grosset and Dunlap, an additional novel - The Lone Ranger Rides - was 
published in 1941 by G.P. Puntum’s Sons. Like other novels of the 1940s, The Lone Ranger Rides was 
written by Fran Striker. 
5
 The Lone Ranger magazine was reprinted into a four volume collected edition in 2007, each volume 
collecting two issues.  
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Radio, magazines and novels were not the only productions of The Lone Ranger 
franchise in the 1930s and 1940s. Adventures of the masked man also appeared in film 
with two serials – The Lone Ranger (English and Witney 1938) and The Lone Ranger Rides 
Again (English and Witney 1939), of which chapters were originally screened at weekly 
intervals as a part of a cinema program. In The Lone Ranger serial, the masked man was 
played by Lee Powell. For The Lone Ranger Rides Again, Robert Livingstone was cast in 
the role. In both film serials, however, Tonto was portrayed by Victor Daniels.  With the 
advent of television and the decline of radio drama following World War Two, The Lone 
Ranger franchise was adapted into the new screen medium as a series that aired from 
1949 through to 1957. On the program the masked man was played usually by Clayton 
Moore, who was replaced by John Hart in 1952 for a single season. As Victor Daniels had 
done in the two film serials, however, Tonto was played the entire television series by a 
single actor: Jay Silverheels. Amidst thriving entertainment media production and 
consumption in the United States after World War Two, the masked man also appeared 
in comic books published by Dell comics. Dell produced three comic books series. The 
first was The Lone Ranger, published from 1948 through 1962. With Dell’s The Lone 
Ranger comics proving to be a popular item, the publisher subsequently produced two 
spin-off titles, each focusing respectively on a different key member of the franchise’s 
supporting cast: Silver and Tonto. For the first time within the franchise Tonto took the 
role as protagonist in The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto, published from 1951 through 
1959. Silver also acted as a protagonist in the spinoff comic, The Lone Ranger’s Great 
Horse Silver, which was published from 1952 until 1960. Other media of the 1950s also 
included two films: The Lone Ranger (Heilser 1956) and The Lone Ranger and the Lost 
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City of Gold (Selander 1958). These were strongly based on the television series, 
employing Jay Silverheels and Clayton Moore in the same roles and the same costumes, 
along with a number of extras from the television series in stock roles. 
Similarly to the films of the 1950s, both Striker’s novels and Dell comics eventually came 
to refer to the television series. With the publication of The Lone Ranger on Gunsight 
Mesa in 1952, the novels began to employ the imagery of television’s Lone Ranger – 
replacing the blue jeans and red shirt worn by the Lone Ranger on previous novel covers 
with the light blue costume worn by Clayton Moore. For each of the remaining five 
novels in the series, a portrait of Clayton Moore appeared on the cover. As in the novels, 
Dell’s The Lone Ranger comic books included illustration of Clayton Moore as the Ranger 
on the cover from 1951; this was replaced with a photograph in 1957. It would seem the 
television series became the production to which Lone Ranger texts in other media 
began to refer. Accordingly, it is with the cancellation of the television series that 
productions of The Lone Ranger franchise became limited and sporadic. Indeed, Dell’s 
cancellation of the comic series in 1962 marked the beginning of a period of non-
production for the first time in the franchise’s history. When production resumed again 
in 1966, The Lone Ranger franchise never returned to the quantity or duration of 
simultaneous productions that occurred in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.   
Industry factors can be seen at the core of the decline in The Lone Ranger productions. 
In 1954 the Wrather Corporation purchased The Lone Ranger franchise from Trendle 
(Rothel 219). With this change in the corporate context, management of The Lone 
Ranger franchise became directed more strongly towards television. The Wrather 
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Corporation’s focus on television saw the conclusion of original radio broadcasts in 1954, 
airing previously broadcast content until cancellation in 1956  (Salomonson 176-7). A 
similar decision seems to have determined the conclusion of The Lone Ranger television 
series. The final years – 1956 and 1957 - of The Lone Ranger on television are described 
as successful by Rothel, who cites an average of fifty million viewers per week (225). The 
high ratings were in part aided by the efforts of the Wrather Corporation to employ 
current technologies, abandoning the green sets6 which characterized the program’s 
initial seasons for live locations and updating to colour filming (Hise 66). Rothel implies 
that the Wrather Corporation intended to capitalize on the success of their 1956 film, 
The Lone Ranger, and ceased production of the television series to focus further efforts 
on cinema (Rothel 225). Indeed, both Rothel and Hise list the Wrather Corporation’s 
subsequent film, The Lone Ranger and the Lost City of Gold as being successful and 
profitable (Hise 67; Rothel 235). However, the company produced no further Lone 
Ranger films until 1981, a development that may be linked to the fact that The Lone 
Ranger and the Lost City of Gold “did not have the impact of the first feature” (Rothel 
239). In this context, it may be hypothesized that Dell’s The Lone Ranger comic book, the 
last production of original content in the franchise from 1962 until 1966, could only have 
a finite lifespan without the television series. The most probable explanation, however, 
is that the 1962 division of assets between Dell and its partner – Western Publishing – 
saw the termination of the comic book version of The Lone Ranger, which was one of  
numerous  titles published under joint agreement between the two companies (Rhoades 
                                                     
6
 Sound stages made up to look like an outdoors scene. 
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73). Due to the aforementioned industry factors, the quantity and frequency of The Lone 
Ranger productions declined following the 1950s. 
In later years, several attempts were made to revive the Lone Ranger franchise. 
Television revivals consisted of The Lone Ranger (1966-9) and The New Adventures of the 
Lone Ranger (1980-1981) animated series, along with a television movie originally 
intended as the pilot for a new live-action series in 2003. These had only a limited run or, 
in the case of the television movie, a single instalment. Similarly limited success is seen 
with The Legend of the Lone Ranger film in 1981, 1991’s The Lone Ranger video game 
and The Lone Ranger and Tonto comic books of 1994 from Topps Comics. However, in 
2006 the masked man returned to comic books with an eponymously titled series 
published by Dynamite Entertainment, accompanied by four issues of an annually 
published comic book entitled The Lone Ranger and Tonto that saw print from 2007 to 
2010. This incarnation of The Lone Ranger comic book series concluded with issue 
twenty-five, published in January of 2011. In the following two years, the Lone Ranger 
franchise underwent a minor renaissance, with a number of new works. These included 
the film The Lone Ranger (Verbinski 2013), starring Johnny Depp as Tonto and featuring 
Armie Hammer as the masked man. Moonstone Books published the novel The Lone 
Ranger: Vendetta and the short story collection The Lone Ranger Chronicles in 2012. The 
2010s additionally included Dynamite Entertainment’s five-issue limited-series entitled 
The Lone Ranger: The Death of Zorro and a second volume of The Lone Ranger comic 
book, entering publication from issue one again in 2012 with a second accompanying 
five-issue limited series, The Lone Ranger: Snake of Iron.  In this way, The Lone Ranger 
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franchise, in the eighty year scope of this thesis contains a broad, but unevenly 
distributed, series of productions.  
 
Periodization 
 
Approached in terms of a historical sequence of transmedia intertextuality, a media 
franchise is shaped by associations between media, forming distinct yet wholly uneven 
clusters of overlapping production (Perryman 23 & 25). At times these clusters feature a 
variety of individual productions, constituting a distinct media formation in the history of 
the franchise, such as the 1949 through 1954 period. At other times, diversity in the 
franchise’s development is achieved by a low quantity or an outright absence of 
productions. The period from 1982 through 1990 in the Lone Ranger franchise is an 
example of low production, for instance. The chronology of production in this franchise 
is as follows: 
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 1933-5: Radio only. 
 1936: Radio and novel. 
 1937: Radio and magazine. 
 1938-9: Radio, film and novels. 
 1940-1: Radio and novels. 
 1942: Radio only. 
 1943: Radio and novels. 
 1944-7: Radio only. 
 1948: Radio, novels and comic books. 
 1949-54: Radio, novels, comic books and television. 
 1955-7: Television, novels, comic books and film. 
 1958: Comic books and film. 
 1959-62: Comic books only. 
 1963-5: No production. 
 1966-9: Television only. 
 1970-79: No production. 
 1980: Television only. 
 1981: Television and film. 
 1982-1990: No production. 
 1991: Videogame only. 
 1992-3: No production. 
 1994: Comic books only. 
 1995-2002: No production. 
 2003: Television only. 
 2004-5: No production. 
 2006-11: Comic books only. 
 2012: Comic books, novel, prose. 
 2013: Film and comic books. 
What is noticeable about this timeline is the marked reduction in productions starring 
the masked man and Tonto from 1963 through to 2011, along with periods of no 
production. Unlike the pre-1963 period, later periods were largely limited to singular 
productions, such as the 1991 video game. With the exception of the 1981 film and 
animated series, the post-1950s productions occur in only one medium until 2012, 
rather than multiple media as occurred prior to 1948. Within The Lone Ranger franchise 
prior to the 1950s, radio served as the formative medium and at times was its only 
incarnation with the exception of novel, film and magazine from 1936 to 1941. The years 
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from 1948 to 1958 are comparatively a time of media cosmopolitanism for The Lone 
Ranger franchise, featuring texts in a broad mixture of mediums produced concurrently. 
Even in the period from 1959 through to 1962, in which The Lone Ranger franchise 
appeared only in comic books, there is a degree of multiplicity of productions with the 
franchise occurring in three simultaneous comic books – The Lone Ranger, The Lone 
Ranger’s Great Horse Silver and The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto. Particularly in the 
years prior to the cancellation of the television series in 1957, The Lone Ranger franchise 
engages an abundance of ongoing and often overlapping productions. 
An attempt to represent the development of The Lone Ranger franchise chronologically, 
as in the above timeline, strives for an illusion of linearity. Nevertheless the 
development of a media franchise can be anything but linear. Indeed, many of the Lone 
Ranger productions occur simultaneously, such as novels and radio. Other productions 
seem simply to appear and then disappear into the wider milieu of franchise history, 
such as the 1966 Lone Ranger animation or 1991 video game. Other texts, as shall be 
noted, do not simply vanish but instead are constantly recycled throughout consumer 
culture. For instance, Jay Silverheels’ portrayal of Tonto on television is noted by Allen as 
the best known portrayal of the character today, due to reruns which aired “consistently 
in the 1960s” and sporadically in later years (Treaty 615). Partially, it is due to this 
mixture of overlapping and lingering media that Tonto’s characterizing features develop. 
The characterization of Tonto includes overlapping strands of ideas and notions built 
over existing concepts, none of which are obscured by the new. The performance of 
Johnny Depp as Tonto in 2013 – his face caked in white paint while he speaks in riddles - 
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is quite distinct and distant from the stilted broken English dialogue in radio and baggy 
buckskin in promotional photos of John Todd, the first actor to play the role of Tonto in 
the 1933 radio series. But the voice of John Todd remains with audiences and consumers 
through recordings of the original broadcasts, which in turn set a precedent for 
characterization today. With seemingly contemporary characterizations of Tonto 
coexisting with earlier versions, there can be no singular and current image of the 
character. Rather, what became “fundamental” to Tonto are the recognizable, repeated 
elements within individual portrayals of the character. The repeated elements occur in 
concurrent and contextual relationships to existing characterizations through a variety of 
enduring media such as television re-runs, radio shows released on CD, the circulation of 
comic books through collectors’ markets, and the living memories of the consumers 
themselves. The coexistence of old and new styles of characterization Tonto forms a 
largely uneven and parallel process where multiple characterizations exist beside each 
other in an irregular and variable fashion.  Across this history, multiplicity both of text 
and recurring motifs produces contrasting images and characterizations in various 
media. The Lone Ranger franchise is thus a multi-linear, non-chronological process 
directed at times by multiple industries and employing varied, distinct, points of 
reference.  
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Identification and Development of Recurring Motifs 
 
Despite the quantity of shifts of medium and era, each production within The Lone 
Ranger franchise employs several key recurring motifs. These are the “faithful Indian 
companion” Tonto, the mask, the horse Silver, silver bullets, a hidden silver mine, Dan 
Reid – the Lone Ranger’s orphaned nephew, the Texas Rangers, the ambush, Collins and 
his betrayal, Butch Cavendish, and the secret identity of John Reid. Each of these 
elements can be seen adapted and repeated in various productions from radio through 
to Verbinski’s film. They form tight clusters of information and key elements with which 
there is a long association throughout the franchise. The matrix below presents an 
overview of the use of these recurring elements in various texts and periods of The Lone 
Ranger franchise: 
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As the table indicates, there are moments of consistency in the use of recurrent 
elements across various media within the Lone Ranger franchise. However, this 
consistency has been built over time with new elements entering the franchise and 
undergoing repeated use whilst some old elements become disused. This is particularly 
evident in early but enduring productions such as the radio series or novels that exist in 
multiple periods. Tonto is labelled a “half-breed” in Dubois’ 1936 novel, for instance 
(34). But this element of the character is not adapted to any other Lone Ranger 
production. Similarly, a “Cavendish Clan”, some of whom are outlaws, is noted in 
Striker’s The Lone Ranger Rides. But Butch Cavendish himself is unmentioned in the 
novels until 1952 and The Lone Ranger on Gunsight Mesa (Striker 9) – well after the 
outlaw’s infamy was established in television. Thus within a single enduring series, older 
productions display details that contrast with newer productions in the same body of 
work. Concerning the radio production of The Lone Ranger franchise specifically, a script 
entitled “episode one” (qtd. in Rothel 267-276) provides insight into the early origins of 
some of these recurrent elements. Although debate exists as to whether this was the 
first or second episode of the radio series, the script helps to reveal the beginnings of 
The Lone Ranger franchise (Hise 15; Rothel 267). In contrast to what an audience has 
come to expect of The Lone Ranger franchise in 2013, the ambush is absent from the 
script as is Tonto,  the name “Reid”, Collins, the Cavendish gang or even a mask on the 
Lone Ranger’s face. Silver is present and the Lone Ranger uses silver bullets, but this is 
the extent of elements which have remained significant to The Lone Ranger franchise 
throughout its development. Of the radio program’s early development, Stedman notes 
that individual elements of plot, characterization and background (that have since 
 
 
 
145 
 
become recurring motifs) were added as part of an ongoing process of development and 
refinement as the program was “fabricated from drawing board to show room as 
carefully as the newest Detroit product” (Stedman, Serials 168). Rothel also notes that 
WXYZ supervised the program’s development as a regular item at staff conferences (28). 
Under this scrutiny, the radio show was substantially analysed and revised by the 
producers for the first ten episodes.  Due to the revision process, some elements of the 
franchise contain variable details – others appear to have been set from their onset. 
Indeed, frivolity and laughter are often cited as then prominent, now discarded features 
of the Lone Ranger’s character in early episodes, whilst the mask and Tonto are absent 
(Dunning 407; Rothel 30). In some cases a degree of foreshadowing is evident in the 
early episodes. For instance in the 1935 episode “The Lone Ranger Finds Silver”, the 
Ranger discovers Silver while in pursuit of the “most dangerous outlaw in the west”, 
Butch Cavendish, though no mention is made at this stage of the ambush. It might be 
suggested that while the radio series’ “fictional framework was set early” the series was 
in a changeable state as the producers experimented with various elements (Stedman, 
Serials 170).   
In the franchise’s development, the emerging narrative of John Reid’s ambush and 
transformation into the Lone Ranger reflects the developing relationships between 
distinct recurring motifs. It additionally indicates the appearance of the narrative 
formula. The significance of the ambush narrative is implicitly noted within its use by 
numerous scholars to explain the character of the masked man (Allen, “Treaty” 165-6; 
Dorfman 87; Hise 170; Rothel 55-8; Stedman The Serials, 170). However, in more general 
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terms, Richard Reynolds identifies the origin narrative as an important element of 
Superhero media franchises within his argument for the Superhero as a form of modern 
mythology (48). Reynolds asserts that origin narratives demonstrate what he terms “an 
agreed body of material which exists independently of any specific text” (Reynolds 48) in 
a manner similar to Jenkins’ notion of recurring motifs identifying distinct texts as part of 
the same fictional realm (Jenkins, Convergence 113). As an agreed body of material the 
origin narrative serves to explain the text to the audience with a single sequence of 
events (Reynolds 48). Moreover, while situated outside the Superhero genre, the 
masked man’s origin amongst the pre-superhero “mystery men” can be understood in 
relation to Reynolds’ work. Indeed, Reynolds explicitly mentions the Lone Ranger 
character as an example of the broader occurrence of costume vigilante fictions (8). 
Jewett and Lawrence likewise discuss the Lone Ranger character amongst figures they 
term “American Superheroes” amid whom they count characters such as Superman, 
Captain America and Batman (Captain 29). They elsewhere define the American 
Superhero as a category in which they situate both that are conventionally termed 
“Superheroes”, such as Superman and Spider-man, along with Western genre 
protagonists the masked man and Owen Wister’s The Virginian (Jewett and Lawrence, 
The Myth 44). In this sense, the ambush narrative serves for The Lone Ranger franchise 
to define the character as the doom of Krypton defines the origins of Superman or the 
death of the Wayne’s defines Batman.  
What became the recurrent elements of the radio series were established gradually by 
the initial experimental episodes (Rothel 30). Over the course of the first year of the 
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series, the Lone Ranger becomes the masked man with the addition of the mask and 
Tonto, but the character’s frivolity and laughter are discarded. Exact dates of additions 
are unavailable as scripts were not copyrighted or saved until 1935 and even at that 
stage, not every script was saved or copyrighted until 1936; nor were broadcasts 
recorded until 1938 (Salomonson 23; 34; 56). As such there is no precise date for the 
introduction of either Tonto or the mask. With regard to Tonto specifically, scholars 
disagree as to the point of Tonto’s introduction – episode four (Hise 16) or twelve 
(Salomonson 1). Noted with more certainty is that Tonto was created explicitly for the 
purpose of communicating with the Ranger (Dunning 408; Hise 16; Rothel 30). For 
instance, James Van Hise cites Fran Striker’s claim that “it was difficult writing a story in 
which the main character could only communicate twists in the story by telling his 
horse” (16). When initially introduced, Tonto was rescued by the masked man after 
being “trapped underground by an explosion in a prospector’s gold mine” (Allen, 
“Tonto” 140).7 The story of Tonto’s origin does not expand on the character’s presence 
or provide a rationale for his subsequent service to the masked man: it seems the 
character was simply plucked from the earth and became instantly loyal to his rescuer. 
Neglecting explanation of his appearance in a gold mine, Tonto’s seemingly organic 
emergence “established his deep connection to the land” (Allen, “Tonto” 140), posing 
the character’s presence as being as natural as the trees themselves in the manner of 
Indian characterization in Classic Westerns and early histories of the United States. 
Much like frivolity and laughter as character traits of the masked man, however, Tonto’s 
origin inside the soil is not an enduring feature of the franchise. 
                                                     
7
 Episode title unknown. 
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With the expansion of the franchise into media beyond radio, further elements that 
would become integral recurring motifs were introduced into The Lone Ranger texts, 
leading to the expansion of Tonto’s role. 1938 saw the release of The Lone Ranger film 
serial. In the first chapter of the serial, the audience is introduced to a band of Texas 
Rangers returning from the Civil War. Finding and aiding a wounded man, the Rangers 
reveal the location of their camp to him. Unfortunately, the wounded man is an agent of 
Marcus Jefferies – an outlaw masquerading as the governor of Texas whose gang now 
act as state troopers. The location of the Ranger’s camp discovered, Jefferies’ forces 
ambush the Rangers. Found and nursed back to health by Tonto, this Lone Ranger 
becomes one of five freedom fighters for the state of Texas, alternating between the 
persona of the masked man and that of Allen King. An ongoing subplot centres on which 
of the five heroes is the Lone Ranger, resolved in the final chapter of the serial. The idea 
of a masked man possessing an alternative identity is used again in the sequel serial, The 
Lone Ranger Rides Again.  
The ambush narrative featured in The Lone Ranger film serial is the first in the franchise 
and evolves with contemporary retellings in the radio, film, novels and comic books. 
Whilst the ambush narrative had become a feature of The Lone Ranger texts at this 
point, its details remained varied. Indeed, Striker’s 1938 novel, The Lone Ranger and the 
Mystery Ranch, also presented the premise that the masked man is a betrayed Texas 
Ranger who survived a brutal ambush. In the novel this event is explained in the 
following way: 
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through the betrayal of a man the Rangers had befriended, the Night 
Legion surrounded them in their camp. Expert killers, sighting their guns 
from behind protecting rocks, poured a withering fire on the surprised 
lawmen. The fight was hard, and the Texas Rangers made a grand stand, 
but unprotected as they were, they had no chance for victory against 
huge odds. 
To a man, the Texas Rangers fell while their horses were led away by 
gloating, laughing murderers in black hoods. [...] Some Fate that had 
brought Tonto, the Indian, to the scene of the Texas Ranger Massacre; 
fate that had left him, of all the Texas Rangers, with a spark of life in his 
badly shattered body. Tonto had carried him in his brawny arms to a cave, 
where careful treatment healed the wounds and brought the Ranger back 
to health. “The only one of the Texas Rangers” he’d thought at the time. 
“The Lone Ranger.” 
Then, knowing that the Night Legionnaires would mark him as a Texas 
Ranger if they saw his face, he masked it. (Striker, Mystery 12-3) 
In later novels, this narrative is repeated but the band of outlaws is unnamed until the 
1950s with the introduction of Butch Cavendish. Such is the case in 1939’s The Lone 
Ranger and the Outlaw Stronghold, in which the “masked rider was originally a Texas 
Ranger. One that had been ambushed by outlaws. He alone had survived the massacre 
and that only because of Tonto” (Striker, Outlaw 7). In both film serials and novel three 
previously absent but contemporarily significant elements – the ambush, the betrayal 
and rescue by Tonto - are present. In particular, the placement of Tonto as the Lone 
Ranger’s saviour within the ambush narrative indicates a conceptual step towards The 
Lone Ranger franchise’s contemporarily understood characterization.  
These initial versions of the ambush narrative include features and elements that would 
be adapted and reiterated in other Lone Ranger texts throughout the years that 
followed. As the masked man’s saviour, Tonto’s partnership with the Lone Ranger is no 
longer incidental. Nor is Tonto an “Indian in distress” as the victim of a mining mishap. 
Rather, Tonto from the moment of introduction to being the masked man’s companion 
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is established as an individual who is capable in his own right. If in 1969, Vine Deloria 
predicted in Custer Died for Your Sins that Tonto would flourish as a character (Custer 
201), it is in 1938 with the first film serial and The Lone Ranger and the Mystery Ranch 
that the conceptual seeds are planted. However other recurring motifs such as Collins, 
John Reid and the Cavendish gang are absent in the 1930s productions of The Lone 
Ranger franchise. One may hypothesize that their narrative roles in The Lone Ranger 
franchise are suggested by similar characters with different titles such as the Night 
Legion and an unnamed traitor in The Lone Ranger and the Mystery Ranch, along with 
the film serial’s Marcus Jefferies and his duplicitous henchman for The Lone Ranger film 
serial. In a similar fashion, whilst the Lone Ranger’s use of silver bullets implied a 
fabulous source of wealth, productions such as The Lone Ranger at the Haunted Gulch 
(1941) come to offer the explanation that the Lone Ranger “owned a silver mine” 
(Striker, Haunted 10). Many of these features – the ambush, Tonto’s role as saviour, the 
silver mine – are not recurring motifs by virtue of their introductory status as of the 
1930s. Over the years to come, however, they do become stable portions of The Lone 
Ranger franchise’s formula. 
Whilst originating in other media, the ambush narrative eventually was incorporated 
into the radio series with the 1942 episode “A Nephew is Found”. Within this episode 
the Ranger himself is identified for the first time solely by the surname of “Reid”. Six 
episodes prior, the radio program had introduced Dan Reid Junior, an orphaned Texan 
boy taken in by an elderly settler, Grandma Frisby. The title of the episode largely 
denotes the key revelation of the plot, referring to the discovery that Dan Reid is the 
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Lone Ranger’s nephew. In explaining not only his absence from Dan’s life but also that of 
Dan Reid senior, the Lone Ranger recounts the ambush narrative, adding a previously 
unmentioned brother: 
Ranger: … those six Texas Rangers were riding through Bryant’s Gap. They 
knew that those high rocks and sides gave plenty of hiding places for 
anyone who wanted to waylay them. There was nothing that could be 
done about it. Suddenly, without warning the shooting started. Two of 
the men fell from the saddle without a chance to use their guns. Two 
others were wounded but returned the fire. Dan’s father was hit but he 
fought, he was the bravest of all. Four times he was hit before he was 
finally beaten. The other Rangers fought their best but they had no 
chance. They were in the open and their enemies were shielded by rocks. 
The fight was over in a few minutes. But one of those men did live. He 
awoke to find all his friends dead and crawled along the canyon floor each 
moment wondering why the outlaws didn’t shoot again. He didn’t know 
he’d been unconscious for hours. He finally found a stream and followed 
this to a cave and in the cave he lost consciousness again. He didn’t 
recover for a long time. When finally he opened his eyes he saw an Indian 
standing near him. He found that his wounds had been dressed and hot 
broth was ready for him to eat. The Indian looked at him and said… 
Tonto: Me Tonto. 
Ranger: Tonto… 
Tonto: Other Ranger all gone. 
Ranger: All dead? 
Tonto: Uh. Me bury-um. Me make six graves. Outlaw think all Ranger 
dead, you dead like others.  
Ranger: Why did you… why did you do that? 
Tonto: You wear mask. Outlaw not know you still alive. You only one to 
get revenge. 
Ranger: The only survivor. 
Tonto: Uh. Lone survivor.  
Ranger: The Lone Ranger.  
Grandma Frisbee later adds to the tale, explaining that as an infant Dan had lost his 
mother in an attack on a wagon train by Indians, leaving Dan in her care as a concerned 
passenger rather than a blood relative. While the masked man notes that he attempted 
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to find Dan, he assumed that his nephew had died with his sister-in-law. Here the 
explanation of the Lone Ranger’s identity is fuller than in the previous radio episodes. 
Proving to be influential, 1942’s The Lone Ranger Rides North adapts the narrative of “A 
Nephew is Found” into the novel format, including the above ambush narrative with the 
addition of the silver mine (Striker, Rides North 204). At this stage, however, Collins and 
Butch Cavendish are absent and are not introduced to the ambush narrative until “Enter 
the Lone Ranger” – the first episode of the television series. With Cavendish leading the 
ambush and Collins luring the Texas Rangers into the trap, both characters become a 
firmly established part of the franchise and are introduced individually across the first 
three episodes– “Enter the Lone Ranger”, “The Lone Ranger Fights On”, and “The Lone 
Ranger’s Triumph”. Conversely, whilst the silver mine is included in the second episode 
of the television series, Dan and the name John Reid are absent. However, an awareness 
of Dan and the name John Reid is present in later episodes. Dan Reid is first introduced 
into the television series in the 1950 episode “Sheep Thieves”, in which he is played by 
Chuck Courtney with no explanation of his identity or how the masked man discovered 
his long lost nephew. The implication is that the audience is simply aware of Dan 
through the wider franchise. Subsequently, Dan’s placement into the television series 
without overt introduction holds the implication that the character’s presence does not 
have to be stated but functions as part of a wider formula and formulation of The Lone 
Ranger franchise.  
The recurring motifs established by radio and television within the 1940s prove to be 
highly influential for The Lone Ranger franchise. The ambush by Cavendish, betrayal by 
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Collins, rescue by Tonto, and Dan’s status as an orphan are repeated in The Legend of 
the Lone Ranger, the Dynamite comic series, the Moonstone books and the 2013 film. 
The 1991 video game and Topps comic series also display an awareness of these earlier 
elements of The Lone Ranger franchise. For example, Cavendish and the ambush are 
referred to within the video game’s introductory narration and the comic book’s 
dialogue respectively. Similarly, Collins, Cavendish and the ambush are absent from the 
1956 feature film, its 1958 sequel and the animations of 1966 and 1980. Each of these 
texts does, however, begin their narrative with the Lone Ranger, Tonto, Silver and the 
silver bullets all firmly in place – implying a similar expectation that the audience is 
familiar with other texts in the franchise. In this respect, from the 1950s onwards there 
is a general consistency to the shape and arrangement of recurring motifs in the Lone 
Ranger productions. Indeed, even the 2003 movie repeats the pattern of betrayal, 
ambush, rescue by Tonto and the presence of an orphaned nephew even if the names 
differ – Kansas City Hoss in place of both Collins and Cavendish, Luke Hartman in place of 
John Reid. By contrast, the silver mine proves to be an infrequently utilized recurring 
motif. The silver mine is featured in The New Adventures of the Lone Ranger, Dynamite 
comic series and Moonstone texts, but absent from other productions after the 1950s. 
Noting the silver mine’s absence, an alternative explanation is occasionally utilized with 
Tonto providing silver bullets from an unknown source in the 1981 film or from the 
melted badges of the fallen Texas Rangers in 2013.8 In the twenty-first-century the idea 
                                                     
8
 While a silver mine is present in the 2013 film, it is not configured as the source of the silver bullets but 
the focus of the villain’s plot. 
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of The Lone Ranger franchise and the recurring motifs associated with the title are fixed 
in the popular mindset through circulation and repeatedly stressed gradually from their 
introductions in various The Lone Ranger texts. While The Lone Ranger texts are not 
initially formulaic from their earliest incarnations, they are eventually and enduringly so.  
 
Tonto & Development within the Formula 
 
The recurring motifs in The Lone Ranger franchise are neither even, nor homogenous. 
Each recurring motif has its origins in a specified medium and production. But each 
recurring motif also develops with the franchise and the flow of content between 
productions.  Within this flow, the various recurring motifs take on distinct forms and 
expressed variations. Cavendish is simply a clever outlaw in the television and radio 
series. In The Legend of the Lone Ranger he is a disgraced Union Major, in the 2013 film 
a Confederate Guerrilla, and in the Dynamite comic book series a railroad tycoon. 
Regardless of the specific details of his characterization, the role of Cavendish – as the 
nemesis of the masked man and orchestrator of the ambush – remains consistent. 
Silver’s role as the masked man’s faithful steed also remains consistent despite various 
accounts of his origins, such as that he was rescued by the Ranger from an enraged 
buffalo in the radio and television series or, less dramatically, purchased from a trader in 
the Dynamite comics. Silver bullets from a hidden silver mine (in the television series, 
radio series and Dynamite comics) shoot no less straight and serve no less as a symbol of 
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the masked man than those provided by Tonto (The Legend of the Lone Ranger).  
However, The Lone Ranger’s recurring motifs such as Tonto do transform over time.  
Changes in the characterization of Tonto over time are less concerned with broad, 
sweeping moments of reinvention and far more with subtle distinctions. This is common 
for a media franchise. As Bennett and Woollacott argue in their analysis of James Bond, 
changes to a franchise over time depend “less on questions of authorship” and far more 
on shifts in “the mythology” of the fictional sitting and its wider associations (114, 144-
5). Here they point to the example of Goldfinger – Ian Fleming’s 1959 novel, adapted 
into a 1963 film directed by Guy Hamilton. Both film and novel depict a plan to break 
into Fort Knox by the villainous Auric Goldfinger. But where the novel sees Goldfinger 
wishing to steal the fort’s gold supply, the film features a plot to irradiate it – rendering 
the gold worthless and driving up the value of Goldfinger’s own supply in the process. 
The change is minor, the threat is identical, but its implication for the villain is quite 
distinct. The film transforms Goldfinger from a talented thief to a modern, wealthy and 
scientifically minded economist. Bennett and Woollacott stress, however, that many 
elements of the overall formula – women, spies, violence, cars, a vodka martini prepared 
in Bond’s signature “shaken-not-stirred” style – remain in place in both variants, much as 
Brooker asserted for the discrepancies between Miller and Moore’s variants of Batman 
(Bennett and Woollacott 165). But the moment at which each text appears is different 
and this difference is represented by “shifts in the organisation of the mythology” as 
manifested in movements in character and characterization (Bennett and Woollacott 
165). Similarly discussing shifts in franchise organization, Brooker notes that the act in 
 
 
 
156 
 
creating a new franchise production is not one of an original creation but largely of 
rearrangement and reinterpretation of existing elements (Hunting 17). In the process of 
developing a new franchise production, the individual author is seen “as more an editor 
of existing” content, rather than an inventor (Brooker, Hunting 17). And different 
narratives, productions and character variants all draw on the same matrix of recurring 
motifs (Brooker, Hunting xi; 16). Each is ambiguously related to the other whilst also 
“policed, reduced, controlled and contained” by their various popular cultural agencies 
of production (Brooker, Hunting xi). Tonto is continually cast as “faithful Indian 
companion” to the Lone Ranger, even as the significance and connotation of that role 
shifts over time.  
The initial characterization of Tonto is set within The Lone Ranger radio series. In 1933, 
broken English constituted the first means of characterizing Tonto as an Indian, with his 
costume of fringed buckskin jacket and trousers as seen in promotional materials for the 
radio series. These features remain in place throughout the radio series and go on to be 
adapted into novels (in which fringed buckskin is Tonto’s costume on the covers), film 
(both serials and feature films), the television series and Dell’s comic books. The Lone 
Ranger series of radio preceded the “media convergence” Jenkins attributes to 
franchises such as The Matrix (Convergence 97). Unlike Jenkins discussion of The 
Wachowskis film, the radio series was not designed as “a narrative so large that it 
cannot be contained within a single medium” (Convergence 97). Rather, The Lone 
Ranger radio series lacks the “decipherment, speculation, and elaboration” which 
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Jenkins attributes to more contemporary media franchises and which are evident in later 
adaptations of Tonto (Convergence 97).  
The second phase in the characterization of Tonto is defined by subtle changes in the 
portrayal of the Indian in The Lone Ranger productions. The franchise’s most prolific 
period of production is the 1950s and the Tonto that emerges after this decade is a 
somewhat distinct characterization from earlier variants. In this second phase beginning 
in the 1960s, the characterization of Tonto features buckskin costuming but has 
discarded broken English dialogue. Rather, in the 1966 animated series, 1980s The New 
Adventures of The Lone Ranger and 1981 film The Legend of the Lone Ranger, Tonto’s 
dialogue is presented as plain English. However, while Tonto’s dialogue in the 1966 
animated series is not the broken English filled with the “uh” and “um” of preceding 
productions it retains a contrast with the masked man’s speech through poor syntax and 
avoiding contractions. In the episode “Ghost Riders” Tonto deduces the location of an 
outlaw hideout “in ghost town we passed”, omitting “the”. In reply, the masked man 
declares “first we’ll stop at those caves”. Furthermore, this quality is entirely absent 
from productions that follow. For instance, the 1981 animated episode, “The Midnight 
Queen”, sees Tonto track down a ship being used by thieves and smugglers, remarking 
to the masked man: “there she is Kemo Sabe, the Midnight Queen”. This style of plain 
dialogue contrasts sharply with the broken English expressions that characterized Tonto 
prior to the 1960s, such as the character’s reading of tracks in the 1938 radio episode 
“Contraband Liquor” – “Uh. Other feller come here. Stop here. Get off horse”. 
Additionally in the 1966 animated series, Tonto displays the ability to summon and 
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control animals. An episode entitled “Cult of the Black Widow” features the Lone Ranger 
and Tonto tracking the spider-themed outlaw known as the Black Widow. Trapped in the 
widow’s artificial spider-webs following the assassination of the local mayor, Tonto 
verbally summons his nearby hawk, Taka, and instructs the bird to follow the Black 
Widow to her hideout. Whilst useful, Tonto’s ability to communicate with animals is an 
aberration within The Lone Ranger franchise and no production other than the 1966 
animated series attributes this ability to the character. However, this skill points to a 
wider theme of Indian oneness with nature. In both the animated series and the film, 
the absence of broken English from the characterization of Tonto is a significant 
departure from the existing means of Indian characterization. Over time, Bennett and 
Woollacott stress, various associations of popular characters do lose emphasis (37). 
Their points, having been made repeatedly as “institutionalised ritual”, become seen as 
everyday aspects of the character that do not need to be expressed or stressed (Bennett 
and Woollacott 38): examples are the womanising aspect of Bond or Tonto’s status as 
Indian. Changing tastes, concepts and ideologies also play into the development of 
characterization for Tonto. In particular, the portrayal of the Indian underwent vast 
changes in the 1950s and 1960s within the Western genre as a whole.  
Whereas Lone Ranger texts in the years from 1962 through to 1990 characterized Tonto 
as an Indian without broken English, productions from the 1990s onwards diminish the 
convention of buckskin clothing. This revised characterization of Tonto is seen in The 
Lone Ranger video game of 1991. The game highlights the diminishing use of broken 
English and buckskin in characterizing Tonto through the interactive nature of the 
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medium. The game is single-player, and thus prohibits the player from taking the role of 
Tonto. But Tonto is present at the start of every stage as a pop-up head directing the 
player to their tasks for the level. At the onset of the first level the player is told by 
Tonto: “Kemosabe, you need a strong horse for your journey. Find Silver the legendary 
white horse. There are rumours he was seen in Tucson” [sic]. However, the visual 
depiction of Tonto here is minimal, showing little more than the character’s face, which 
is itself heavily pixelated and indistinct. In visual terms, this rough image, mixing plain 
dialogue and face cannot be said to indicate Indian.  Rather the features of a face and 
speech could be identified as a human or “guide” in the context of the game. Nor is any 
specific ethnic grouping ascribed to Tonto and recognition of this floating head and 
dialogue as an Indian relies on the audience’s familiarity with The Lone Ranger franchise. 
With the productions that follow buckskin is also absent, particularly in the 2003 
television movie and the 2006 Dynamite Entertainment comic series. Both texts 
respectively costume Tonto in a plain button up shirt and trousers of varying colour. 
Distinctly, the 2013 film also does not employ buckskin, but dark brown tasselled pants, 
heavy face paint, a bone breast plate and crow headdress. Buckskin, however, does not 
disappear entirely from The Lone Ranger franchise in the manner of broken English. 
Rather it resurfaces from time to time, such as in the 1994 comic series The Lone Ranger 
and Tonto and The Lone Ranger: Vendetta. Both comic and novel place Tonto in 
buckskin, demonstrating Jenkins’ notion of adaptive and innovative elements 
(Convergence 113). While remaining central to the franchise’s formula, the conventions 
of characterization the masked man’s “faithful Indian companion” in 2013 differs from 
the characterization of Tonto in 1933. 
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The development of Tonto in general conforms to the broad strokes of the franchise’s 
development, in the periods from 1933 to 1962, 1966 to 1981 and 1991 onwards. 
Changes in the characterization of Tonto as Brooker argues for Batman, are not a case of 
reinventing the character of the franchise in the form of a “free-ranging diverse myth” 
but instead present a “limited figure” that develops along a theme (Hunting 60). 
Certainly while the franchise’s growth across varied media might suggest “a broad and 
holistic” range of texts from which new productions may draw (Brooker, Hunting 60), 
there are in fact small clusters of texts that occur within specific periods of time and 
suggest particular inclinations in the characterization of Tonto. New iterations of Tonto 
thus do not draw on the direct adaptation of one or any particular texts but present a 
variation on the key idea of Tonto as “faithful Indian companion” to the Lone Ranger.  
The Lone Ranger franchise consists of a highly formulaic series of motifs and narratives 
that occupy distinct productions from 1933 through to 2013. The franchise’s formula is 
demonstrated through the continuation of recurring motifs across varied periods of 
production. While tastes, media ownership, actors, production and other factors 
immediately related to the franchise do develop throughout the history, the central 
elements of the narratives tend to be Tonto, the masked man, Silver and a limited range 
of other recurring motifs. And the franchise’s recurring motifs develop to a consistency 
of form and function. In this fashion, the ambush narrative acts as a touchstone for the 
array of recurring motifs and the arrangement and introduction of elements. The 
ambush narrative thus serves as a concise narrative explanation of how the Lone Ranger 
– and Tonto subsequently - came to be and provides an explanation of The Lone Ranger 
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narrative for the audience. Within variations of the ambush narrative, the changing role 
of Tonto, the introduction of Cavendish and Collins, the discovery of Silver, and other 
factors show a growing sense of familiarity and depth of material for subsequent 
productions to draw upon. It is not a case, however, that the formula suggests The Lone 
Ranger franchise occupies an unchanging form. Indeed, the development of Tonto can 
be seen to involve three broad periods. In these phases, Tonto’s role as “faithful Indian 
companion” remains consistent. But the features attributed to Tonto as an Indian 
change considerably, developing to discard broken English and buckskin. In this sense, 
the formulaic motifs and narratives that characterise The Lone Ranger texts form a 
framework in which recurrent elements of Tonto take on specific arrangements and 
presentations.  
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Chapter Five: Tonto as an Indian 
 
Chapter five argues that assimilation serves a narrative function that can be likened to 
parable in The Lone Ranger franchise, presenting a model of appropriate social 
responses for the interrelation of races through the masked man and Tonto’s 
partnership. Addressing the colonizer-colonized partnership of the Lone Ranger and 
Tonto, this chapter draws on the disciplines of Native American and post-colonial 
studies. Framed within The Lone Ranger franchise as half of a partnership, the 
assimilation of Tonto and other Indian characters in The Lone Ranger franchise acts 
emblematically, suggestive of the social roles assigned to marginalized groups such as 
Native Americans within United States society. It additionally demonstrates 
metaphorically the benefits of assimilation through the contrast of Tonto with other 
Indians. Furthermore, the parable connotation of Tonto’s assimilation is seemingly 
extended in function beyond The Lone Ranger texts with the character articulated as a 
superficial and arbitrary allegory for Native America. While the associations of Tonto as 
Indian change, it must be stressed that in the greater majority of The Lone Ranger 
productions the basic function of Tonto as foil is not removed from the character. 
Rather, the formula of The Lone Ranger remains from 1933 through to 2013 as does the 
association of Tonto with Indian and the character’s allegorical relationship to Native 
America. 
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Assimilation as Parable 
 
In general, the role of the colonized sidekick as foil highlights the purported wisdom and 
virtues of the colonizer’s civilization (Kilpatrick 12; Sheyahshe 39; Stedman, Shadows 49-
50). In the pilot episode of the television series, for instance, Tonto justifies his desire to 
help the masked man as a longing for the Anglo-American justice system to be extended 
to the Indian. “Me want law here too, for all” Tonto tells the masked man. Tonto’s 
motives are never explored beyond a desire for stability of the landscape, stemming 
from the death of his family. Tonto is imbued with an implied understanding of Anglo-
America’s benefits. Noting Tonto’s desire to be assimilated in characterizing the “faithful 
Indian companion”, Kilpatrick argues:  
The Native Other as sidekick has always been comforting to that part of 
the audience that desired a painless solution to racial harmony, and one 
could be certain that Tonto would be true to Kimo Sabe, no matter who 
might be wearing the black hat that week. Eventually, the perceived 
disappearance of actual threatening Indians made it even easier to 
romanticize them as part of the past, and the sidekick provided a direct 
link between the natural nobility of the vanished American Indian and the 
Euro-American hero. [sic] (Kilpatrick 12). 
Tonto’s “nobility” is highlighted by the racial harmony of his partnership with the Lone 
Ranger. In this sense, Tonto’s assimilation functions similarly to a parable throughout 
The Lone Ranger narratives. Chris Baldick defines parable in The Oxford Dictionary of 
Literary Terms as a narrative “illustrating some lesson or moral” (Baldick). As the Lone 
Ranger franchise includes a wide variety of narratives in form, media and period, the 
affinities with parable can be understood in a general relationship to the franchise rather 
than correlating with the form of specific texts. In particular, Tonto’s assimilation may be 
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understood to consistently function like a parable in terms of a moral lesson similar to 
the “elaborate cultural code” Wright attributes to the Western genre as a whole, 
discussed in chapter two (8). Specifically for Tonto, this moral lesson is one of racial 
harmony and interaction established by his collaboration with the masked man 
(discussed below). The reading of Tonto’s assimilation as akin to a parable is not based 
on any direct moral lesson directed by the character. At no point in any Lone Ranger 
narrative does Tonto directly speak to the audience and advocate the benefits of 
assimilation. But instances such as Tonto’s desire for a stable geographic space governed 
by United States law are common throughout the franchise. In issue eight (2007) of 
Dynamite’s first volume, for instance, the Lone Ranger and Tonto defend a Mexican man 
from a lynch mob. While the man’s innocence or guilt is unknown, Tonto notes that such 
questions do not “change what we are to do” (Mathews 10), defending the man’s right 
to a trial in a court of law. While Tonto does not directly speak to the audience, the 
character’s words and actions illustrate a support of the ideals and ideology of the 
Manifest Destiny. It is generally accepted that a Lone Ranger narrative will frame Tonto 
positively if not for his exemplary assimilation then his position as foil and sidekick to the 
masked man.  Moreover, Tonto benefits explicitly from his association with the masked 
man and his adherence to the ideals of the United States. Throughout The Lone Ranger 
franchise, Tonto demonstrates the qualities of intelligence and travels freely throughout 
Anglo-American society while other Indians dwell on reservations (discussed below). 
Tonto additionally shares equal credit with The Lone Ranger for his actions in aiding the 
expansion of the United States, and the fourth issue of Dynamite’s The Lone Ranger and 
Tonto (2010) is typical in gratitude being expressed to both characters simultaneously. 
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The idea of Tonto’s assimilation functioning like a parable does not convey a message of 
racial integration in any concrete sense. But Tonto as an assimilated Indian does support 
the ideology of the United States and occupies a position of privilege. The combined 
presentation of ideology and social benefit in Tonto is one that can be understood like a 
parable, illustrating the benefits of assimilation.  
Throughout The Lone Ranger franchise, Tonto’s assimilation takes the form of 
collaboration with the masked man, with the latter acting in a leadership role. Within 
their interaction, there are key moments in which Tonto clearly defers to the masked 
man such as the manner in which the Lone Ranger instructs Tonto to investigate 
disturbances at a local lumber camp while the masked man himself checks on nearby 
settlers within the 1966 animated series episode “Wolfmaster”, for instance. 
Confronting the dangerous outlaw, Wolfmaster, with his pack of trained wolves occupies 
the drama of Tonto’s segment of the program. But the character’s confrontation with 
Wolfmaster and its objective – to see the local lumberjacks resume work – are set by the 
Lone Ranger himself. The dynamics of collaboration between the Lone Ranger and Tonto 
alter slightly throughout the franchise. Prior to The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto, the 
“faithful Indian companion” did not undertake solitary tasks. Likewise, following the 
1990s there is a jostling balance of power between the masked man and Tonto. 
Throughout the 2013 film, the Lone Ranger and Tonto bicker and argue – most notably 
regarding the purpose of the mask. Tonto insists the Lone Ranger wear it. But the film 
features the recurring question from outlaw, Indian and townsfolk alike: “what’s with 
the mask?” Faced with frequent curiosity, the masked man repeatedly asserts how 
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“ridiculous” he appears. While the balance of power between the Lone Ranger and 
Tonto features a jostling ambiguity in later productions, the collaboration of the pair 
itself remains throughout the franchise as an expression of United States nationalism, 
power and authority, recalling Chapter One’s discussion of Said (“Invention” 176). 
In his partnership with the masked man, Tonto provides a commentary through contrast 
similar to the Noble Savage’s critique of civilization (discussed in chapter two). Reflecting 
further on Tonto’s position beside and subordinate to the masked man, however, Native 
American studies scholar Gaile McGregor, debates the plausibility of framing Tonto as a 
Noble Savage and positions the character not outside Anglo-American society but deeply 
within it (198). Tonto contrasts with definition of the Noble Savage occupying an 
idealized and natural alternative landscape to that occupied by Anglo-European society, 
detailed in chapter two. Discussing Tonto as a characterization of Anglo-America’s 
relationship with Native America, McGregor argues: 
even if we [Anglo-America] ignore the obvious helplessness and 
degradation of his real life counterpart, the facts of history suggest that 
he must be our enemy after all we have done to him; if not, his own 
morality, or at least his good sense must be suspect. (McGregor 198). 
Positioning Tonto as an imperial fantasy of Anglo-American and Native American 
harmony and history free from post-colonial complications stemming from the myth of 
the “Wild West”, McGregor later offers a third position for Tonto as an incorruptible 
figure. Comparing Tonto to Jesus in a manner similar to Fitzgerald’s framing of the 
masked man as a messiah (discussed in the following chapter), McGregor argues that 
Tonto is Anglo-America’s attempt to redeem the idea of the Indian rather than “be 
redeemed by him” (198). In rising above the subordination of his own people, Tonto 
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seemingly “creates a noble savage right before our [the audience’s] eyes” as an 
impassioned return to the purity of the “Wild West” myth and the idealism of the Classic 
Western (McGregor 198). However, for McGregor the only criticism of “civilization” 
offered by the positioning of Tonto as a Noble Savage is incidental and distinct, evident 
in the contrasting of the character as an image of racial and colonial harmony and purity 
with the absence of guiding master narratives and social mythologies in “the modern 
wasteland” (199).  Tonto is strongly associated with Anglo-American society and highly 
supportive of the act of colonization.  
Colonial characterization forms the most common context and frame of reference for 
the Indian (Berkhofer 4; Brown 1; Churchill 3; Hagan 1; Stedman, Shadows 6).  Aside 
from attaching a “much–restricted meaning” to the “complex nation states” of 
indigenous North America, Clifton argues the Indian has also emerged from the cultural 
perspective of the colonizer as a legacy from the colonial process (“Indian Story” 39). In 
this sense, as monolithic as the term “Indian” appears it is a multifaceted creation in 
progress that is linked to the wider apparatus of colonial expansion. Colonial expansion 
as a context itself thus forms the single most consistent feature of Indian 
characterization.  Being overtaking by a technologically advanced society with its own 
particular notions of civilization has been the staple Indian narrative since Columbus 
landed in the Americas (Clifton, “Indian Story” 39). Indeed, colonization endures for the 
Indian following the 1950s with characterizations configured in competitive standing 
with Anglo-America within the Western genre - creating a narrative defined by such 
terms as “resistance”, “pluralism”, and “colonialism” (Clifton, “Indian Story” 32). The 
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Indian narrative of any era, it would seem, “predicts and ratifies a special place for the 
Indian in modern North American moral orders and political systems” (Clifton, “Indian 
Story” 32). Colonization, as a parallel position with Native America, remains the Indian’s 
fictive context.  
The “frontier formula” of the Western in general requires that the Indian “must give way 
to the dominant white presence”, working subserviently in an idealised collaboration 
with Anglo-American society, marginalized and distinct but ultimately subsumed by a 
white mainstream population (Kilpatrick 11). Meeting the passing of Indian culture and 
sovereignty with acceptance of Anglo-America, Tonto is far from confined or even 
dwelling on a reservation. Instead, Tonto moves through Anglo-American society. 
Numerous episodes of the television series open with Tonto on some typically 
unspecified errand in a local township whilst the Lone Ranger waits in camp. 
Additionally, in the short story “Heritage of the Plains”,9 Tonto assists in the Lone 
Ranger’s investigation of a railroad by securing employment as the rail-camp cook 
(Striker, Magazine 68; vol. 4). The camp’s other employees do not question Tonto’s 
racial status in this instance, only his ability to cook. In a similar fashion, the 2003 
television-movie sees Tonto move smoothly between town and Apache village, as the 
character also does in the 2013 film. The latter example situates Tonto within the 
carnival-township of “Hell on Wheels” where Tonto’s residence amongst the “freaks”, 
circus performers and prostitutes is implied by the character’s knowledge of the 
                                                     
9
 “Heritage of the Plains” was featured in issue six of The Lone Ranger magazine and reprinted in volume 
four of the 2007 collected edition (3-96).  
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township along with the town’s locals identifying him by name. At each stage of The 
Lone Ranger franchise, a close association and ongoing relationship with Anglo-American 
society is presented as integral to Tonto.  
Tonto is positioned as an Indian within Anglo-American society. But throughout The 
Lone Ranger franchise, Tonto is not in any way presented as Anglo-American or equal in 
status. Rather, throughout individual narratives the audience is frequently reminded of 
Tonto’s Indian status. The novels of Fran Striker, for instance, are typical of The Lone 
Ranger texts for their veritable assortment of phrases directed at Tonto in describing 
and denoting the character as an Indian. These include “Indian”, “Injun”, “red man”, and 
“redskin”. Furthermore, Tonto’s definition as an Indian is part of the wider classification 
in the eyes of Anglo-American characters. The Lone Ranger and Tonto, a novel from 
1940, features a representative example of this aspect. On entering a café in a town 
where “Indians were not liked by the white men” (Striker, Tonto 113), Tonto is greeted 
harshly by the bartender: 
The man behind the bar looked up at Tonto with an expression of 
displeasure. “You got cash money, redskin?” he demanded.  
Tonto nodded. 
“Wal, ya can’t buy firewater in this café. We ain’t bustin’ the law tuh sell 
tuh Injuns, so ya better vamoose.”  
“Me no want-um firewater.” Tonto replied. (Striker, Tonto 114) 
The above example is also typical of how Anglo-American characters react to Tonto and 
his Indian status within The Lone Ranger franchise. Apart from simply presenting racism 
as a folksy feature of the “Wild West”, moments such as this, in which Tonto receives 
rude treatment, can be read as instructive to the audience. The audience is engaged in a 
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type of complicit relationship with Tonto on the basis that they know more about the 
character than the barman does. After all, the audience knows Tonto as an individual 
character from his role as the masked man’s sidekick. The audience, in short, is aware 
that Tonto isn’t the “kind of Indian” who purchases “firewater”. Tonto, however, does 
not respond to the bartender’s harsh treatment of him, enduring the racial scorn “in 
silence” (Striker, Tonto 114). Tonto is treated poorly, and responds by acting in a model 
of compliant social action. The responses of Tonto himself – a subject for the following 
chapter - vary from production to production, era to era. But his function remains in 
place from 1933 through to 2013. 
Tonto’s assimilation proposes an idealistic society following colonization: one that is 
ultimately endearing to Anglo-American idealism. Concerning colonizer-colonized 
pairings in general, Slotkin asserts that the interrelation of races is symbolic, messianic 
and ultimately “flattering to American nationalism” (Regeneration 361). A “symbolic 
association of the two American races, native red and native white”, the harmonious 
colonizer-colonized partnership was a sign of the “cultivation and improvement” of the 
Indian under Anglo-American leadership (Slotkin, Regeneration 361, 368). The 
relationship between the Lone Ranger and Tonto is no less Biblical, with the Indian’s 
adherence to the masked man presented as impeccable and unshakable. Tonto’s 
assimilation is complete, even in the face of overt Anglo-American aggression, bodily 
harm or death. The 1938 film serial offers a typical example of the extreme lengths of 
Tonto’s assimilation. Tonto is taken prisoner after the masked man is framed for the 
murder of several Comanche warriors by outlaws wielding silver bullets. Despite the 
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evidence against the masked man, however, Tonto asserts to Chief Dark Cloud, “Lone 
Ranger no kill Comanche warriors, Dark Cloud. Lone Ranger your friend”. Refusing to 
betray the Lone Ranger’s location, Tonto instead accepts the punishment intended for 
the masked man: burning at the stake. While the masked man inevitably rescues Tonto, 
the character remains stoic and silent even as the flames begin to engulf his body. 
Slotkin argues that this style of complete assimilation reflects a partnership of races that 
removes the colonial violence from the expansionist west, building itself on the “myth-
convention” foundation of the Western and evoking an idealist interpretation of history 
through fiction (Regeneration 361). The Indian’s partnership to Anglo-America promises 
a future of enterprise and unity. In his unpaid and unquestioned service to the masked 
man and exemplary assimilation, Tonto embodies the flattering nationalism of that 
enterprise. 
 
The Lone Ranger, Tonto and Justice  
 
As an assimilated Indian, Tonto is consistently and simultaneously a figure of suspicion 
and anonymity in The Lone Ranger texts. Assimilation through partnership with the Lone 
Ranger is no protection for Tonto from the negative connotations of Indian status. The 
notion of Anglo-American and Indian equality within a partnership is, as Stedman 
argues, seldom articulated in popular culture without some degree of complication 
established throughout the relationship (Shadow 49). In The Lone Ranger texts, this 
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consists of the obvious inequality of the two characters as the eponymous character is 
engaged as the driving narrative force, reflected in the titles of the majority of 
productions. A degree of overshadowing of Tonto is expected given the character’s role 
as foil and sidekick throughout the franchise. But Tonto’s overshadowing is not simply a 
consequence of the fact that an Indian cannot be the “heroic match” of a white frontier 
hero (Stedman, Shadow 50). No character in any Lone Ranger narrative can match the 
masked rider of the plains: clad in a fantastic costume, mounted on a spectacular white 
horse and armed with shining silver bullets. Rather, the complications of racial harmony 
within The Lone Ranger franchise arise with the Indian’s status as past enemy of 
civilization. As the former enemy, the Indian is simultaneously a target for racists’ 
aggression as a still contested citizen.  
True to the character’s heroic nature, the Lone Ranger does not tolerate racism, and 
throughout the franchise racism toward Indian characters is generally not treated as 
everyday behaviour for an honest Anglo-American citizen. But racism is constructed into 
the social subconscious of The Lone Ranger franchise’s Anglo-America, taking the form 
of the memory of past frontier violence that is brought to the fore by tragedy and 
tension.  The masked man himself does not endorse such behaviour, along with agents 
of the government and law. However, the former two official authorities are unable to 
stop racism. The 1956 film, The Lone Ranger, provides a typical example of the racism in 
the pre-1960s franchise. In the narrative, rancher Reese Kilgore coverts the rich silver 
deposits on the local reservation and attempts to have the Indians removed by framing 
them as renegades. Kilgore has his men dress as Indians and assault local ranchers and 
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their stock. In a climate of racial tension, Tonto’s presence in the local township is 
unwelcome – met initially with a rowdy ranch hand and growing into a lynch mob. 
Recalling his father’s death at an Indian’s hand, the local sheriff watches while Tonto is 
beaten. Only at the last minute, moments after Tonto is hung, does the Lone Ranger 
arrive to save him. In this sense, Tonto is associated with the memory of frontier 
violence through status as Indian. Tonto occupies, in the eyes of most Anglo-American 
characters, an immutable position of Indian that struggles to differentiate between 
individuals and collective. In contrast to the impassioned anger of the townsfolk, there is 
no expression of anger from the masked man or Tonto regarding the lynching. The pair 
work as agents of the law and react accordingly, seldom responding with impassioned 
rage throughout the franchise. Even when individual Anglo-American characters ignore 
or fail to uphold the purported virtues and ideals of United States society, Tonto the 
acquired citizen and assimilated Indian adheres to them. 
The nature of justice in The Lone Ranger franchise is illuminating in regards to Tonto’s 
assimilation. For Tonto, justice can be seen as cool and dispassionate, matching that of 
the masked man. The Lone Ranger and Tonto seldom lose their composure, and rarely 
fall prey to the passion of the moment. Such actions are for lesser figures of the frontier, 
the average lawman or common outlaw. The masked man and Tonto’s actions seldom 
contain or condone the “hot retaliatory anger” of a vengeance-killer (Jewette and 
Lawrence, Captain 32). Robert Jewett and Sheldon Lawrence, scholars of Popular 
Cultural Studies, develop this argument further. They assert that, despite having “taken 
off his uniform” as a Texas Ranger, or never worn one in the case of Tonto, the masked 
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man and Tonto always adhere to the authority of the government, delivering the outlaw 
to them “rather than killing them or dishing out his own punishment” (Captain 31). This 
adherence to the justice system sees Tonto act as an agent of law and order (Jewett and 
Lawrence Captain 31).  In this capacity Tonto aids the Lone Ranger in redeeming “a 
democratic community in every episode” by removing the local threat of outlawry 
(Jewett and Lawrence, Captain 31): an act in which vengeance or other impassioned 
response to a single outburst of racism serves little function. “The Letter Bride”, a 1956 
television episode, illustrates typically how ineffective impassioned responses to racism 
are within The Lone Ranger franchise. The episode features a conspiracy of racist 
townsfolk attempting to force the local Chinese laundryman, Lee Poo, to abandon his 
business and the town. Kidnapping Lee, the conspirators attempt to tar and feather him. 
Interrupted by the Lone Ranger, the masked man uncharacteristically loses his temper 
and turns the hot tar on the conspirators, beating them with their own tarring stick. One 
of the Lone Ranger’s few moments of impassioned action in the franchise, the masked 
man’s outburst does not resolve the problem. Indeed, it is feared that the conspirators 
will become vindicated by the attack, a fact that troubles the Lone Ranger and Tonto. 
While the masked man does not condone racism, neither does the franchise deny its 
presence but instead associates racist action with the outlaw as part of the general 
antagonism and theme of lawlessness, framing intolerance as an aberration in an 
idealised system.  
 Tonto illustrates a place and position for the Indian in United States society. Acting as an 
agent of the law, Tonto’s model of integrated behaviour deems the character an 
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apprentice Anglo-American in the estimation of Michael Ray Fitzgerald (“White” 79). 
Tonto’s role as an apprentice citizen is evident for Fitzgerald through the manner in 
which the character supports particular “ideological aims” of the Lone Ranger (“White” 
79). The specifics of these aims themselves are as numerous as the plots of each 
individual radio and television episode, novel, comic book, and so forth. Tracking the 
outlaw Yuma Kid through the Badlands in the 1950 television episode “Desert 
Adventure” is one aim of the Lone Ranger. Another is foiling the assassination of 
President Ulysses S. Grant in the 1980 animated episode “The Presidential Plot”.10  But 
always, the aims and objectives of the masked man form part of the broader act of 
building the United States. In each of the texts mentioned above, the nature of both the 
threats is quite distinct. The Yuma Kid is a successful serial bank robber, seemingly 
committing one robbery after the next, terrorizing townships and confounding lawmen 
across the West. The assassination of Grant is described by the Secret Service as a treat 
to the entire nation. But both narratives are concerned with ensuring the stability and 
ongoing growth of the “Wild West” on a small (individual towns for “Desert Adventure”) 
or broad (the nation itself in “The Presidential Plot”) scale. Participating in the removal 
of obstacles and threats to the growth of the United States, Tonto as both an apprentice 
Anglo-American and assimilated Indian “abandons his own way of life and his own 
people to join the Ranger”, aligning his identity with the colonizer (Fitzgerald, “White” 
98). While Fitzgerald goes on to label Tonto a “defector” for his alignment with the 
masked man (“White” 100), he does not discuss the wider characterization of Indians 
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 Featured in The New Adventures of The Lone Ranger. 
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within The Lone Ranger franchise. With invasion complete and a thing of the past for 
narratives of the masked man and Tonto, there is no legitimate and independent Indian 
society for Tonto to defect from. Tonto’s life as an Indian is one largely lacking 
independence due to his situation beside the masked man.  
 
Contrasting Tonto with Indian 
 
Tonto’s status as an intelligent Indian is presented throughout the franchise, seeing Lone 
Ranger narratives demonstrate multiple ideas about Indians. The positioning of Tonto as 
an intelligent Indian highlights colonization’s “benefits” through contrast of “the faithful 
Indian companion” with other Indian characters. As a colonized sidekick of exemplary 
assimilation, Tonto is presented as having capability beyond that of other colonized 
Indians. As such, Tonto is shown to be an Indian who has “benefited” from contact with 
the colonizer’s civilization (Sheyahshe 39; Stedman, Shadows 49). Tonto’s status as an 
intelligent Indian is demonstrated in the 1938 novel The Lone Ranger and the Mystery 
Ranch. Depicting the Lone Ranger’s attempts to expose the leader of the secret outlaw 
society, The Night Legion, the novel includes two Eastern ladies who visit their reclusive 
uncle on his allegedly cursed ranch in the West. Unknown to the girls their uncle is the 
leader of the secret society that uses the superstition surrounding his ranch to scare off 
the locals. However, as an Indian Tonto has knowledge of the ranch and its “curse” 
gleaned from Natacha – the ranch’s Indian maid. As Natacha is unable to articulate this 
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knowledge herself, Tonto must make the Lone Ranger and other Anglo-American 
characters aware of it. While characterized with inarticulate, broken English, dialogue, 
Tonto is also presented as a communicative Indian.  
Within The Lone Ranger and the Mystery Ranch, Tonto is positioned as a source of Indian 
wisdom and contact to Anglo-America: 
There was a strong dividing line between the things the Indians knew and 
those that came to the attention of the white men in the region. The 
Indians told things among themselves that never crossed the line to 
become the white man’s knowledge. Many times it had been Tonto who 
had brought facts of this sort over the border. (Striker, Mystery Ranch 95-
6). 
More than his Indian knowledge itself, it is Tonto’s ability to convey it that marks the 
character as an intelligent Indian. When other Indian characters in The Lone Ranger texts 
of the 1930s attempt to convey knowledge, they are strikingly inarticulate. In The Lone 
Ranger and the Mystery Ranch, for instance, Natacha attempts to warn her employer’s 
nieces from the east of danger they face: 
Natacha came running, waving her arms in wild confusion, jabbering in 
her native tongue. The girls could make out just a single word in the 
middle of her gibberish. “Hoodoo”. (Striker, Mystery 91) 
Whereas Natacha is thus characterized as verbally incoherent, Tonto’s broken English is 
combined with a degree of intelligence that distinguishes him from other Indian 
characterizations in the franchise. Pointing to the depiction of Tonto’s construction as an 
intelligent Indian, Sheyahshe frames Tonto as “a character who can be simultaneously 
respected and despised by Indigenous people” and who is thus a paradox (45). On one 
hand Tonto remains in a “subservient state” whilst on the other, Sheyahshe frames 
Tonto as representing “an advancement” (Sheyahshe 45) in Indian characterization 
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through displaying intelligence as a characteristic. Sheyahshe contrasts Tonto’s cognitive 
abilities with the generally limited “grasp of the English language” (43) the character 
displays in productions prior to 1966. While limited, however, even in the early periods 
of The Lone Rangers franchise, Tonto remains a comparatively verbal Indian 
characterized with intelligence. 
The degree of intelligence ascribed to Tonto varies throughout the franchise. In the 
radio, magazines, film and novels of the 1930s Tonto’s intellect is initially depicted as 
below that of the masked man. Within the 1950s, however, Tonto displays a growing 
cognitive equality to the Lone Ranger. It is a comparatively higher level of intelligence 
that differentiates the characterization of Tonto in the early twenty-first-century from 
their early twentieth-century counterparts.  Furthermore, Sheyahshe points to the Dell 
comic series, The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto (1951-1959) as embodying the 
paradox of Tonto’s characterization (45). Indeed, Tonto’s position as a cognitive and 
rational Indian is given more emphasis within the Dell comic book series than in 
preceding Lone Ranger productions. The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto presents Tonto 
as an adopted member of a specific, but unnamed, Indian tribal group. Distinct amongst 
The Lone Ranger productions for its absence of the masked man, whilst drawing on 
established understandings, The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto characterizes Tonto as 
a protagonist. Many of the narratives in this comic book begin with Tonto arriving at his 
tribal lands and conclude with Tonto’s departure, or occur as the character is 
undertaking either journey. The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto thus positions itself 
between those narratives within the pages of Dell’s The Lone Ranger. Within The Lone 
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Ranger’s Companion Tonto, the characterization of Tonto as an intelligent Indian grows 
with the character’s positioning as protagonist. 
The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto expands the characterization of Tonto in an 
unprecedented manner. The comic series abandons the use of broken English by Tonto 
when he converses with other Indians, thus imbuing the character with clearly 
articulated thought. For example, in the November, 1956 issue Tonto is given the task of 
exchanging his tribe’s silver for food. Trailed by a disgraced Indian brave named Cunning 
Hand, Tonto feigns sickness and entrusts the silver to him. Later, Tonto re-joins Cunning 
Hand as he fends off an ambush from outlaws. When questioned by Cunning Hand, 
Tonto explains: 
I only pretended to be sick! I realized that letting you deliver the silver 
would give you a chance to redeem yourself with our tribe! I followed you 
and joined you when I saw you defend the silver! You proved that my 
trust was right. (22) 
The discarding of broken English is at this time very limited and Tonto still retains his 
characteristic dialogue when conversing with Anglo-American characters. Encountering 
an English Lord in the August, 1956 issue, the nobleman is so smitten with Tonto that he 
demands to draw a portrait of the Indian. Consenting, Tonto replies in characteristic 
broken English - “Ugh! Tonto try to sit plenty still” (28). In the absence of the masked 
man and with uncharacteristically enunciated thoughts, Tonto is presented as a figure of 
action and leadership. Referring to this expansion of Tonto’s character, Sheyahshe 
frames The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto as “surprisingly complex” (43). The 
complexity is highlighted in that the series still retains and “embodies a plethora of 
idiosyncrasies” that characterize Tonto as an Indian (through his buckskin costume and 
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broken English dialogue, for instance). However, at other times it discards them to “offer 
a view of Native people as intelligent and compassionate humans” (Sheyahshe 43, 45). 
The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto, in short, offered audiences a distinct perspective 
on Tonto, yet without discarding the character’s existing tropes as Indian. A middle 
ground, The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto presents Tonto both as an Indian and yet 
also a figure capable of detailed and rational thought more akin to Anglo-American 
characters within the franchise.  
In terms of assimilation, in The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto, Tonto is presented as 
embodying a treaty process.  The character is called on numerous times to negotiate 
with Anglo-American townsfolk and authorities on behalf of the nameless tribe featured 
in the series. A typical example is found with the May 1955 issue, when Tonto is sent to 
the local cavalry camp to attest to the tribe’s innocence after Stone Bear’s people are 
accused of stealing horses. A negotiator on behalf of the Indian, but one associated with 
Anglo-American society, the positioning of Tonto in the series is framed by Chadwick 
Allen as a disruption to the “reputedly blind” following of the Lone Ranger by Tonto in 
the radio series, films, novels and television series during the 1950s (“Tonto” 142). It is 
an exception to the fact that, consistently throughout the franchise, Tonto is 
characterized in a relationship with the Lone Ranger as sidekick, foil, mentor, friend, 
saviour or partner.  Because of the masked man and Tonto’s partnership Allen argues 
that “Tonto is situated between competing icons of frontier power” (“Tonto” 149-50). 
But Tonto’s liminal status is particularly predominant in The Lone Ranger’s Companion 
Tonto, which sees the character frequently mediate “between ‘savagery’ and 
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‘civilization’ on behalf of the federal government and dominant US culture”, embodying 
for Allen a treaty process and progressing the United States’ expansion into the western 
reaches of North America (“Tonto” 150). Up until this point, however, Tonto had simply 
been obedient to the masked man. It is thus with The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto 
that audiences are introduced to Tonto not only as a thinking Indian, but also as an 
Indian who thinks for himself as an assimilated citizen situated between the Anglo-
American and Indian societies. 
Tonto is presented increasingly as an independently thoughtful and clever Indian after 
the period of non-production, 1963 through to 1965. Occurring parallel to the rise of 
Native American activism and protest during the 1960s and 1970s (discussed in chapter 
seven), the development of Tonto after this period reflects a change in status from 
strictly a sidekick to sometimes a protagonist after The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto 
had ceased publication. The development of Tonto in this fashion can be seen within the 
1966 animated television series. Each episode of the series was broken into three 
segments. The first two segments featured the Lone Ranger and Tonto. The third 
segment starred Tonto as the sole protagonist. The series augments the established 
imagery and theme of lawlessness of the Western genre with the use of steampunk 
motifs for its antagonists (Rothel 240). A common problem within Tonto’s segment as 
sole protagonist is an outlaw or mad scientist antagonist employing advanced 
technology to control, intimidate or otherwise manipulate the actions of Indians for 
personal gain. Often, the antagonist’s device is mistaken by the Indians as magic or 
divine powers rather than machinery. Tonto’s position as an intelligent Indian is 
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highlighted in each segment, firstly through the need for Tonto to explain science to 
other Indians and, secondly, in defeating the antagonist. Such is the case in “Wrath of 
the Sun God”, which presents the Shoshone as conducting raids on Anglo-American 
settlers to seize gold at the behest of a mad scientist posing as a divine being. The 
scientist achieves this through his “magnificent sun burst machine” which emits blasts of 
solar energy. When Tonto defeats the scientist and reveals the machine to the 
Shoshone, the tribe demands “Shoshone vengeance”. However, Tonto persuades the 
tribe instead to submit the scientist to “white man’s justice”, to which one brave retorts 
“you have shown us truth Tonto, now we live by this lesson”.  Tonto is thus positioned as 
the Indian who knows science, understands industry, technology, legality and Anglo-
American accomplishment. In this period Tonto’s intelligence is framed in terms of his 
submission to Anglo-American authority, pushing for collaboration with the United 
States.   
In the portrayal of Tonto as an intelligent Indian the audience is presented with two 
stereotypes. On one hand, The Lone Ranger texts present an enduring and familiar 
stereotype of Indians as “friendly” and “childlike” according to Vine Deloria (Custer 202). 
As “childlike” the Indian is constructed as ultimately in need of guidance into a 
stringently Anglo-American “civilization”. Tonto, however, acts not as an Indian but 
exists in a state of high mental aptitude compared to other Indians – presenting “a 
reasonable facsimile of the white” intelligence (Vine Deloria, Custer 201). Tonto does not 
rebel or question Anglo-America simply because the character is situated inside it. Both 
as an apprentice Anglo-American and an intelligent Indian, Tonto is differentiated from 
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other Indians in addition to being distinguished by his status as a “faithful Indian 
companion”. Throughout The Lone Ranger franchise, Tonto’s status as an intelligent 
Indian forms the basis for contrast with the general use and function of the idea of 
“Indian”. 
 
Tonto as an Allegory for Native America 
 
Anglo-American society is depicted in The Lone Ranger franchise as idealist but not ideal. 
It is plagued by outlaw dissenters and contains moments of racism, wherein its ideals 
fail. But it is also a society crafted with promises of social stability and protection of the 
law all citizens. In short, assimilation into Anglo-American society promises an exclusive 
path to acceptance as full citizens for Indian society and culture. Within this construction 
of assimilation, Indians are “passed off as the prattling children who could not possibly 
do anything without instructions for their white friends” (Vine Deloria, Custer 202). Vine 
Deloria further argues that both “Indians and whites are buried under the weight of 
popular pseudo-history” (Custer 202). The problem in Vine Deloria’s assessment is not 
simply that Tonto presents a moral message of desirable and beneficial assimilation. 
Rather it is that “Tonto was always there” as an inheritor of the process of colonial 
characterization from Columbus to the twenty-first-century (Vine Deloria, Custer 200). 
As an enduring characterization, “Tonto cornered the market as the credible Indian 
personality” of the twentieth-century and cemented the desire and benefit of 
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assimilation along with its juxtaposition with Indian “childishness” as an ongoing public 
correspondent to Native America (Vine Deloria 201). Discussing the popular milieu of 
Indian characterization, Vine Deloria likens the development of the Indian type to a 
process of “osmosis” through which distorted and strained knowledge of Native America 
is conferred to the audience (Custer 5). Knowledge gained in this way might be largely 
assumed, popular in orientation and expression and highly imaginative, but it also 
suggests an understanding and context of Native America’s place and position in 
popularized history to the audience. Indeed, Vine Deloria refers to the suggestion of 
authenticity in the Indian as “a historical tradition” of “easy knowledge about Indians” 
(Custer 5), recalling the perceived drawing of the Indian from the experiences of 
explorers and participants in nineteenth-century western expansion in chapter two.  
As William F. “Buffalo Bill” Cody did, The Lone Ranger franchise evokes the standing 
tradition and false but popular assumption that Native America and Indian are 
inextricably linked. In this regard, the aspects of Lone Ranger texts that articulate, 
superficially, facets of Native America can be read similarly to an allegory. Baldick 
defines allegory as a narrative “with a second distinct meaning partially hidden behind 
its literal or visible meaning”.  Under Baldick’s definition an allegory corresponds “to 
their equivalents in a system of ideas” external to the narrative, establishing a link 
“between different realms of meaning” in its material construction. While the Lone 
Ranger franchise is too large and varied to enable all narratives within it to be analysed 
closely as allegories, the characterization of Tonto can be read as functioning similarly to 
the use of characters as symbolic entities in allegory.  The position of the Indian within 
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Lone Ranger narratives as colonized corresponds to that of Native America in the written 
history of expansion on which those narratives draw. In this sense, Tonto holds a largely 
perceived and arbitrary connection to Native America, much as the Lone Ranger is 
likened to Bass Reeves and the historic Texas Rangers (noted in chapter two). But there 
is a likening to Native America evident in the material features of the character’s 
construction through superficial references indigenous North American linguistics, 
cultures and individuals (detailed in the following section). In this sense, Tonto can be 
read to function like an allegory, referring to an equivalent system of ideas in the 
features of the character.  
The concept that Tonto as an Indian can articulate both a historical and cultural 
understanding of Native America links the character to issues of nationalism and 
national identity. This can be understood in relation to how Said approaches colonial 
characterization in regard to historical and cultural understanding. Discussing 
nationalism from the perspective of colonialism in general, Said defines this issue as 
concerning: 
how memories of the past are shaped in the accordance with a certain 
notion of what “we” or, for that matter, “they” really are. National 
identity always involves narratives – of the nation’s past, its founding 
fathers and documents, seminal events, and so on. (Said, Invention 177) 
Said later expands on this knowledge of the other, discussing the refashioning of history 
to produce “a coherent identity, a national narrative, a place in the world” (Invention 
179).  For Said, such processes of public memory are “frequently, if not always, 
manipulated” through popular mediation (Invention 179). As Said argues elsewhere, the 
definition and construction of a colonized other is in part a symptom of the process of an 
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empire’s creation of itself (Culture 330). He writes that this act of creation defines the 
nation through opposition, creating a contrast of “civilization” and “barbarity” that 
insists on “identity, history, tradition, uniqueness” of the citizen and their culture 
(Culture 330). Drawing from Said’s view of empire, it can be argued that the Indian can 
be conceived as equal parts idea and historical deed. The Indian is an expression of the 
other and a colonial characterization, drawn from a historical process that evokes an 
impression of history. In this fashion, the Indian conforms to the widespread and 
pervasive aura of the popularized presentation of national history through the Western 
genre.  Through the evocation of Native America (discussed below), Tonto has been 
extended beyond the text with an impression of authenticity and authority in a manner 
that can be (mis)interpreted as factual.  
Containing some fragmented sliver of authenticity or not, the Indian is understood to be 
attributed to Native America in popular perception. A definitive example of colonial 
characterization, the Lone Ranger and Tonto’s notoriety is part of “the collective 
unconsciousness” through mass circulation (Fanon 92). Fanon argues that no one 
stratum or section within a society is more or less responsible than the next for colonial 
characterization. Rather, the Indian as the product of expansion and conquest is an idea 
circulating in the popular mindset and as such, “every citizen of a nation is responsible 
for the actions committed in the name of that nation” (Fanon, Black 91). Specifically, 
Fanon expresses this conception in order to dispute the argument of psychoanalyst and 
post-colonial scholar, O. Mannoni. Colonial characterization, Mannoni argues, is “the 
work of petty officials, small traders and colonials” (24) or in the case of Tonto, the 
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popular culture producer – but a small portion of the colonizing society nonetheless. 
Addressing the colonial mindset of the colonizer, Mannoni argues that colonial 
ideologies assert the innate “superiority” of the European-based colonizer and advocate 
that “a colonial situation is created, so to speak, the very instant a white man, even if he 
is alone, appears in the midst of a tribe, even if it is independent” (18). The perspective 
of the colonizer and the character of the colonized are imposed regardless. In regard to 
Tonto specifically, both perspectives are apt: while the character is a conventional 
signifier for indigenous and Anglo-American relations, productions of The Lone Ranger 
franchise are not massive social undertakings in the name of the nation as the depicted 
expansion was historically. These productions are the work of specific corporate bodies, 
producers and authors along with the conventions of stock character and genre that 
draw on popular history shared by citizens of the nation. Tonto is an Anglo-American 
vision of the other for a mass, global, consumer market and implies claims of Anglo-
America as much as Tonto suggests an illusory knowledge of Native America. 
 
Evoking Native American through Tonto 
 
The characterization of Tonto evokes Native America in the form of the phrase Kemo 
Sabe, tribalism and casting choice.  These three features are present throughout The 
Lone Ranger franchise from the 1930s onwards. While the frequency of broken English 
and the presence of Tonto’s buckskin costume diminish, the other elements of Kemo 
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Sabe, tribalism and casting of Native American actors remain largely unaltered and are 
employed through similar means and like fashion throughout the franchise.  Inside this 
framework, the Native American counter-narrative lacks agency. The audience is just as 
likely to be Anglo-American as Anglo-Australian, Chinese as English and therefore likely 
to be, to borrow Joseph L. Coulombe’s metaphor, “outside the tepee” (1). Coulombe 
expands this metaphor to discuss the manner in which the Indian’s characterization 
arises from outside the process of Native American “self-definition” and strictly in the 
hands of the popular culture producer (2).  Reading Tonto as an allegory, the nature of 
“authenticity” regarding the character is an Anglo-American construction, occurring 
from outside the perspective of the indigenous cultures and ethnicities to which it 
refers. While Native America might be invoked within The Lone Ranger texts in the 
representation of Tonto, the presentation is tailored to existing stereotypes such as the 
Indian and global consumer consumption.  
The phrase Kemo Sabe as a generic “non-English” expression is utilized to establish 
Tonto as an Indian whilst also vaguely suggesting Native America. Initially in radio, Kemo 
Sabe was employed by the Lone Ranger in reference to Tonto. Later in both radio and 
throughout other productions, it is used by Tonto in reference to the masked man. 
Kilpatrick asserts that the use of non-English words typically draws on popular culture’s 
“ideas of what an Indian sounded like” (37). Regardless of the implied authenticity of the 
language, Kilpatrick further notes, that the “use of an alien-sounding language” also 
contributed to the “Othering of Native Americans for mainstream audiences” (37). In the 
Western genre in general, Indian phrases are “rarely a genuine native language” but 
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rather one that implies a historicity and Native American presence (Kilpatrick 37). Such is 
the case with the use of the phrase Kemo Sabe, which carries the implication of 
exoticism. Kemo Sabe’s meaning and exact association with indigenous North American 
cultures have been read in various ways. Martha B. Kendall associates Kemo Sabe with 
both the Spanish phrase el que lo sabe (“he who knows”) (118) and the Tewa Apache 
words Kema (“friend”) and Sabe (“Apache”) (120). While Kendall tracks the etymology of 
the word, however, there is no evidence that this history was known by WXYZ staff. Nor 
does any Lone Ranger production exist wherein the phrase’s history is made explicit to 
the audience. While Kemo Sabe is suggestive of Native America, the actual history of the 
term proves it to be a popular culture construction of the Indian character type. In 
contrast to Kendall, Rothel claims that Kemo Sabe was derived by WXYZ staff member 
James Jewell from the title of a boy’s summer camp – “Kee Mo Sah Bee” – owned by his 
brother-in-law (40). While possessing a fictitious connection to Native America, Kemo 
Sabe is used in the Lone Ranger texts to evoke Indian. The phrase implies a cultural 
linguistic meaning outside the setting of the program. 
Tonto is presented in various productions as belonging to a range of indigenous North 
American cultural and ethnic groups. However, tribal titles throughout The Lone Ranger 
franchise do not point to cultural and ethnic differences but serve as a means of 
distinguishing Anglo-American from Indian. The 1933 radio series, for instance, presents 
Tonto as a member of the Potawatomi. Tonto’s Potawatomi status is not a prominent 
feature of every episode. Rather, Tonto’s Potawatomi ethnicity is merely a feature 
occasionally noted in passing within distinct episodes such as “Black Hawk” (1950). In 
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this episode Tonto finds a wounded and dying Indian who assumes Tonto is his attacker, 
lamenting: “it not good, Fleet Foot, son of great Chief Black Hawk, to die by hand of 
Potawatomi”. Similarly, Tonto is characterized as an Apache in the 1983 film and 2003 
television movie respectively. Like Potawatomi, the phrase “Apache” is employed in 
passing. After Luke’s training to be the Lone Ranger is complete in the 2003 television 
movie, Tonto compliments the Anglo-American: “Right now, you’re pretty good 
Apache”. Additionally, Tonto is described as a Comanche in the 2013 film. As before, the 
reference is made in passing with the phrase Comanche and Indian employed 
interchangeably in the film. The 2013 film additionally employs tribalism beyond 
Comanche with a portion of the plot focusing on Tonto hunting the “Wendigo”, Tonto’s 
title for outlaw Butch Cavendish. In explaining the Wendigo to the Lone Ranger, Chief 
Lame Bear attributes the meaning of the title to a Comanche “ghost story”. However, 
the phrase and concept of the Wendigo are not Comanche in origin but Algonquian, 
denoting another cultural group. Like the use of Comanche, the Wendigo is little more 
than a superficial reference, lacking a firm cultural reference point, much like Kemo 
Sabe.  
Superficial allusions to tribalism are not a feature of The Lone Ranger narratives alone 
but a technique employed in numerous Western films. Chato’s Land (Winner 1972), for 
instance, establishes Chato as being partially of Apache heritage. Zorro’s Fighting Legion 
(Whitney and English 1939) labels their Indians as Yaqui. Soldier Blue (Nelson 1970) 
refers to its Indians as Kiowa. These titles, though specific and drawn from indigenous 
North American cultures and ethnic groups, do not necessarily translate into visible 
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differences between characters on screen. Chato, when in the desert, is naked except 
for a loin cloth while Zorro’s Yaqui wear fringed buckskin. The Kiowa in Soldier Blue, 
however, display a mixture of both types of costumes. In similar fashion, promotional 
images for the radio series in which John Todd portrays a Potawatomi Tonto show him 
dressed in fringed buckskin. This type of clothing is also worn by Michael Horse as an 
Apache Tonto in The Legend of the Lone Ranger. Moreover, Indian groupings within the 
majority of The Lone Ranger productions are typically situated in a mise-en-scene further 
evocative of the generic Indian character type. This includes living in tipis, being 
costumed in feathers and buckskin or semi-nude and displaying comparatively darker 
skin tones that contrast with the bodies of Anglo-American characters. Like the 
distinctive costumes and dialogue, tribal titles in The Lone Ranger texts do not 
necessarily point to differences between types of Indians. Rather, tribal titles serve to 
distinguish Anglo-American from Indian, conveying the message that all Indians are 
“presumed to have the same cultural and physiological characteristics” (Mihesuah 23). 
In his work in the field of Native American Studies, Devon A. Mihesuah notes that the 
use of “common symbols of ‘Indianness’” in popular cultural representations ignores the 
historical and contemporary differences between cultural and ethnic groups (24). 
Mihesuah argues that the use of common symbols promotes an image that is 
“phenotypically ‘Indian’” in an era of “mixed-blood” and “progressive” Native America 
(26). Through motifs that suggest tribalism, the characterization of Tonto involves 
perceived and implied links to living cultures that are shaped by representational 
conventions that originate outside Native America. 
 
 
 
192 
 
The superficial impression of authenticity remains through casting in addition to implied 
links to living cultures and history.  Throughout The Lone Ranger narratives in radio, film 
and television, Tonto has been portrayed by a variety of actors – John Todd (in the radio 
series), Victor Daniels (in the film serials), Jay Silverheels (in the television series), 
Michael Horse (in the 1981 film), Nathan Arcand (in the television movie) and Johnny 
Depp (in the 2013 film). The majority of these (Daniels, Silverheels, Horse and Arcand) 
are identified as indigenous actors. Todd and Depp are not, with the former identifying 
publicly as Irish and Johnny Depp as Anglo-American. Actors identified as Native 
American provide and allude to a non-diegetic extension of the text’s diegesis, reflecting 
the role that cultural production plays in presenting the Indian. This position is argued by 
Edward Buscombe, who notes that so long as the preconceptions of Indian are met, the 
production and representation are valid in the eyes Anglo-American audiences (158). 
This validity is inclusive of the preconception of some linkage between Native American 
and Indian. To exemplify his point, Buscombe examines the career of actor Iron Eyes 
Cody.  Famous for his role in a 1970 commercial, The Crying Indian, for Keeping America 
Beautiful, Cody spent his Hollywood career exclusively playing Indians. However, shortly 
before Cody’s death it was revealed that the actor’s indigenous heritage “was a 
complete fabrication, and that Cody was in fact born Oscar DeCorti” to a family of Italian 
immigrants (Buscombe 160). While not Native American, however, as a result of his very 
high profile as a Cherokee-Cree, Iron Eyes Cody “went on to be a kind of roving 
ambassador for Indian peoples” (Buscombe 160).  General public perception allowed 
Iron Eyes Cody to operate as a Native American for his entire professional life simply 
through evoking the features popularly associated with Indian.  Actors identified as 
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Native American in the role of Tonto are thus associated with conventions of Indian 
representation that have little connection with or relevance to the lived experience and 
cultures of Native American peoples. Rather, they engage in a more elaborate 
production of the Indian as a stereotype. 
The casting of a range of actors as Tonto, exemplifies how certain features are identified 
with certain ideas of race and specific ethnic and cultural groups. These features are not 
only “a matter of colour, hair, and bone” but are also linked to traditions of narrative 
within “social and cultural space” (Hall, “Floating” 16) such as those of United States 
expansion throughout The Lone Ranger texts. The use of Native American actors draws 
on the idea that a pure heritage exists in fictional representations of the “Wild West”, 
not merely an “Indian look” or varied genetic background. Indeed, the sublimation of 
varied background is evident in the casting of Victor Daniels as Tonto in the late 1930s 
film serials, The Lone Ranger and The Lone Ranger Rides Again. Daniels was of 
predominantly Cherokee heritage, with degrees of Irish, Scottish and German (Herzberg 
63; Salomonson 241; Rothel 145). Forming a distinct contrast with John Todd’s Irish 
background, Daniels is listed in the credits of both films as Chief Thundercloud, a name 
he worked under at the behest of Daniels’ initial studio employer, Universal, because it 
sounded “appropriate to his Indian character” (Herzberg 63). For Daniels, the perceived 
qualities of his body were thus augmented in this instance through Universal’s 
recommended stage title. The act of constructing Tonto, inclusive of the broken English 
dialogue and buckskin costume common to The Lone Ranger texts, helped to establish 
the actor as an identifier for and synonymous with the idea of Native America as the 
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perceived public presentation of Indian. The use idea of genetic heritage ultimately 
serves as a vehicle to articulate the illusion of “authenticity” which attempts to impart a 
sense of factuality and genuine historicity to The Lone Ranger franchise. 
A noteworthy example of the emphasis on Native American identification in publicity 
surrounding the backgrounds of actors portraying Tonto is the casting of Johnny Depp in 
the 2013 film, The Lone Ranger. Throughout promotion for the film Depp was presented 
not as a Native American actor but one transformed through acquiring indigenous 
approval. The approval of Depp was established through association with key ethnic and 
cultural groups. Depp is only the second actor cast as Tonto not to be identified with an 
exclusively Native American background, after John Todd. Initially Depp publicly 
identified himself with the Cherokee people, beginning with promotion of the film in 
2009. That year, Vanity Fair magazine ran an article on Depp in which the actor was 
quoted as claiming Cherokee heritage (Brinkerly 2).  Depp further associated himself 
with Native American groups, gaining for his performance a “Seal of Approval” (Driscoll) 
from the Navaho leaders as reported by Huffington Post and becoming an adopted 
member of the Comanche nation – reported by Indian Country Today (ICT Staff). 
Moreover, the first promotional image for the film depicted Depp with heavy white face 
paint streaked with black lines and adorned with a crow headdress with the explanation 
that “inspiration came from a painting entitled ‘I Am Crow’ by artist Kirby Sattler” 
(Yamato). The artwork itself, featured on Sattler’s official website, is a portrait of an 
Indian in similar garb to Depp’s Tonto. In this sense, Depp is a performer who has been 
conferred some constructed and mediated measure of Native American status in a 
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public manner. The act suggests a legitimization of Depp’s role as Tonto but it also sees 
the actor engage in a form of cultural transvestism, extending the idea of the Indian into 
his daily public life (Feest 327). This type of public engagement as Indian is linked by 
Christian F. Feest to the ideals of the hobby Indian: a form of role-play wherein Anglo-
Americans and Europeans pretend “to be wild Indians”, typically associated with social 
clubs of the 1960s and 1970s in both the United States and Europe (327).11 Feest further 
asserts that the public performance of Indian carries a perception of self-transformation 
of non-Indians based on a “popular cultural foundation” (328). Within his work, Feest 
also explores the exportation of the Indian to Europe through the popularity of the 
Western genre (328). Like the Western film, Feest’s European hobby Indian is engaged in 
the act of “reproduction of exotic material culture” with popular intent (327). Through 
contact with the culture he was purportedly depicting through Tonto, Depp became 
something of a cultural transvestite: an Anglo-American attempting to invoke the 
indigenous. 
                                                     
11
 The practice of hobby Indians in Europe is also linked by Feest to the popularity of Karl May’s literary 
characters of Old Shatterhand and Winnetou (Feest 324), another duo. An Apache partner to the German 
pathfinder, Old Shatterhand, Winnetou is described as “incomparable” and “almost like a demigod” by 
May (52). Despite being identified as an Apache Chief, Winnetou has in common with Tonto his possessive 
attachment [this seems a clearer way of phrasing it, but is this the point you wanted to make? I wasn’t 
sure – Lesley] to Old Shatterhand - described by other characters in May’s narratives as “your 
[Shatterhand’s] Winnetou” (48). In this sense, Feest identifies an Anglo-European and Indian pairing at the 
base of the Western genre that is linked to cultural practice in the hobby Indian (324). The Shatterhand-
Winnetou pairing thus functions similarly in terms of literary representation and cultural practice, to the 
Lone Ranger and Tonto.  
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Depp’s collection of approval from and elements associated with Native American 
identities is linked to a concept that only an indigenous actor can portray an Indian, 
playing on the perception of a link between Indian and Native American. Indeed, Edward 
Buscombe asserts that the indigenous actor is often “not regarded as having sufficient 
star-power to carry a picture” (Buscombe 173). However, Buscombe adds that “lower 
down the cast list they [the Native American actor] could offer some reinforcement of 
the truth-claims of a film” (Buscombe 173). Extending a sense of “reality” and 
“factuality” to the narrative, the presence of a Native American actor is often regarded 
as not “acting” per se, but instead simply working in their everyday persona (Buscombe 
173). Ward Churchill similarly likens the casting of Native American actors as Indians “to 
serving as a ‘prop’” (175), decorating the Western setting with a perceived authenticity. 
Churchill argues that the use of Native American actors to impart a superficial 
authenticity serves Anglo-America as a means “to figuratively reconstruct native 
culture(s) in accordance with their own” beliefs and ideals in expressing the mythic past 
(175). Authenticity in this sense is thus distinct from accuracy, in that authenticity 
functions as a means by which Native America is articulated to the audience through the 
Indian. While establishing a relationship understood in terms similar to allegory, Native 
American participants extends the Indian beyond the diegesis of the text.  
Through Kemo Sabe, the theme of tribalism and casting, Tonto acts akin to an allegory 
for Native America within The Lone Ranger franchise. But indigenous North American 
culture itself cannot, to paraphrase Philip Deloria, match the idealist images of 
primitivism and anti-modernity expressed by the Indian (Playing 137). The Indian in The 
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Lone Ranger franchise is primitive, presented as a child-like honesty and 
straightforwardness. For instance, in “Ammunition for the Indians” – a 1938 radio 
episode - the Indian Chief White Bear explains his interaction with a gun smuggling 
operation. After White Bear purchases ammunition, stolen from a local cavalry garrison 
by greedy gun-running soldiers, the boxes are revealed to be filled with rocks. While the 
soldiers attempt to explain that the Lone Ranger inevitably tricked them, for White Bear 
the matter is simple: “White Bear pay much gold for guns. Guns not here. […] White 
Bear rich chief, me have plenty gold. But White Bear kill pale face with lying tongue”. 
White Bear thus demonstrates a degree of the idealized primitivism surrounding the 
Indian (Philip Deloria, Playing 137). Working within Romantic idealism, the conventions 
of Kemo Sabe, the theme of tribalism and casting choices see the characterization of 
Tonto evocative of both the Indian and Native American simultaneously in popular 
perception. Each feature is, through Tonto, tied to the process of remaking history, 
transforming the decline of indigenous North America in the face of Anglo-American 
colonialism into a narrative of assimilation (Philip Deloria, Indians 55). At the conclusion 
of “Ammunition for the Indians” for instance, White Bear and his tribe quietly surrender 
and disarm while the narrative describes in great detail the punishment awaiting the 
soldiers - to be tried, found guilty and hung. The focus of the narrative’s resolution is 
away from the Indian as frontier enemy and problem. With their quiet resignation of 
White Bear to Anglo-American authority, the episode avoids addressing “a 
contemporary reality” of Native America on two fronts (Phillip Deloria, Playing 138). 
That is, in either the contemporary Native America of the 1930s or the “periods before 
the twentieth century” (Phillip Deloria, Playing 137) that are depicted throughout the 
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franchise.  With this colonial narrative in mind, Kemo Sabe, tribalism and the Native 
American actor present a conceptual mingling of Indian and Native American that can be 
seen as a specific positioning of the more general colonial characterization.  
 
Extending the Parable 
 
The manner in which individual franchise productions construct Tonto as an Indian by 
superficially drawing on aspects of Native America in characterization lends an 
authenticity to the character that is largely perceived. The experience of the past, the 
western United States’ landscape, and Native America through popular culture is a 
“highly mediated” construction (Harkin 576). In Staged Encounters: Postmodern Tourism 
and Aboriginal People, post-colonial scholar and anthropologist Michael Harkin discusses 
the participation of Native Americans within the tourism industry. Harkin’s concern with 
authenticity, agency and indigenous cultural engagement with popular imagery is 
equally applicable to popular culture, demonstrating a concern with the wider 
phenomenon of racial imagery.  Concerning the superficial use of Native America in 
evoking the Indian, Harkin argues that this form of mediated authenticity produces the 
paradox of being simultaneously part of Native America and a popular construction 
(577). While any authenticity articulated in Native American participation is a highly 
mediated “‘reappropriation’ of cultural meanings”, Harkin further asserts that some 
degree is inescapably present in Native American participation nonetheless (577). From 
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the standpoint of reappropriation, a degree of Indian characterization must be 
attributed to Native American participants. Jay Silverheels’ performance as Tonto is, for 
instance, the performance of a Native American actor even though it is mediated by 
conventions of the Indian and Western genre. The nature of Silverheels’ own individual 
input into Tonto’s characterization may be interpreted as limited given that the 
television series’ depiction has formulaic narratives and drew on established costuming 
and dialogue. However, it cannot be denied that Silverheels delivered the performance. 
And in such instances Harkin argues that the indigenous participants’ actual labour or 
cultural affectation must be attributed to them, creating a point of minor mediation 
between popular representation and indigenous intent (576). A highly mediated level of 
Native American involvement is present in Tonto through casting.  
The superficial and mediated involvement of Native Americans in aspects of constructing 
the Indian is further characterized by Harkin as hyperreal (576). In utilizing the hyperreal, 
Harkin draws on the work of Jean Baudrillard (Harkin 576). Baudrillard defines the 
hyperreal as “models of a real without referent or reality”, a simulation of reality (1). The 
concept is employed by Harkin to describe the consumer’s experience of the Indian as 
desiring a degree of “authenticity” (576). In this sense, Native America is not the author 
of the Indian but is situated by the consumers and producers or popular culture as the 
involuntary custodian of the character type. While dwelling in the contemporary, the 
broad collection of ethnicities and cultures to which the title of Native American refers is 
perpetually situated in contrast with modernity as figures of the past. The Indian as a 
figure of the past draws on the common stereotype that all Native Americans “are 
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confined to reservations, live in tipis, wear braids, and ride horses” in the manner 
presented by the Western genre (Mihesuah 79). The stereotype serves as a reminder of 
colonization and the association of Native America with the past helps situate the 
indigenous culture into the “patriotic” narrative of expansion (Mihesuah 83). The use of 
general public notions about Native America in evoking and characterizing Indians such 
as Tonto is thus not simply an act of legitimization of the narrative content of The Lone 
Ranger productions. Rather it draws on an entire apparatus of engaging Native America 
in the myth of the “Wild West” on terms specifically Anglo-American in nature. 
The use of Native America in establishing Tonto is neither deliberate nor incidental but a 
stable portion of Indian characterization. Within the process of production and 
authenticity, Harrington argues that Hollywood is largely “indifferent” to Native 
Americans (78). As part of the production of entertainment for profit, the Indian does 
not require any form of accuracy (Harrington 78). Pointing to the Western’s primarily 
Anglo-American focus, Harrington further asserts that the filmmaker’s relationship with 
an audience has “not yet required that he or she faithfully present the complexity of 
reality” over the myth (78). While “Native Americans are real, with real feelings and real 
heritages”, Harrington argues that such feelings and heritages do not neatly align with 
the market that is perceived and described wholly in terms of “white audiences” (79-81). 
The issue for Harrington is thus not that Hollywood cannot “authentically” present 
history, but rather that authenticity does not align with conceptions of profit (83). 
Recalling Jameson’s historical stereotypes from chapter one (279), the designation 
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“Native American” is not one that can be defined within the narrow terms and singular 
history of the Indian.   
In The Lone Ranger franchise, assimilation acts like a parable through which Tonto 
presents a model of appropriate social responses. Tonto’s assimilation can be read as 
allegorically associated with Native America through the means of establishing Indian 
characterization. In his reading of Tonto, Churchill frames this function “in a manner 
typical of imperial literature everywhere” (83). In doing so, Churchill asserts that Tonto 
carries “undeniable implications” that relate to how a Native American citizen is to act in 
United States society and in regard to Anglo-Americans (83). Such narratives are, in 
Churchill’s estimation, directly educative of the “outlooks and behaviours” imposed on 
Native Americans (82). Originating from the colonial perspective, for Churchill the 
construction of Tonto suggests an undermining of the “sociocultural integrity” of 
indigenous cultures (82). Churchill further argues that narratives of Anglo-American and 
Indian partnership such as The Lone Ranger texts “exonerate the colonizers of direct 
participation in the sheer ugliness of the colonial process by eliminating their figurative 
representative as a key player” (89). The Lone Ranger franchise depicts a colonized 
society as the colonist imagines it is after conquest: both homogenous and “inexplicably 
irrational” (Churchill 83). The suggestion of an integrated future of intelligent Indians 
partnered to Anglo-Americans implies a maturation of the colonial system, one that has 
grown to incorporate the colonized as a participant (Churchill 79). In evoking contrast 
between Tonto and other Indians and presenting the character as not only an intelligent 
Indian but one who thinks for himself: 
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Tonto demonstrates that his polished self-denigration and subservience 
has at last prepared him, the Indian, to assume Ranger’s mantle, proving 
once and for all that he too can be ‘just as good’  (‘civilized’) as his master 
ever was. (Churchill 80) 
The implication for Churchill of reading Tonto as an allegory is “that ‘the system works’ 
for one and all” (80) – Native American and Anglo-American respectively. It is also 
evident that Indians in The Lone Ranger texts before the 1990s are seldom shown to 
suffer for their acquisition by the United States, save when targeted by outlaws. As shall 
be explored in chapter seven, the threat and depiction of violence and extermination are 
present in later examples of the franchise. But from 1933 through to 1990, Indians are 
presented with lands and rights protected by treaty. If Tonto is any indication, the Indian 
may even prosper inside Anglo-American society. When Indians do suffer, typically it is 
an outlaw that is to blame, such as the gun runners in “Ammunition for the Indians” or 
Reese Kilgore in the 1956 film, who victimize and coerces the Indian to war. The Lone 
Ranger franchise may not necessarily rewrite the history of expansion in the mind of 
each and every audience. But the presentation of the Indian as an acquired citizen does 
help project an idealised image of United States expansion. Indeed, the fact that few 
Indians suffer in The Lone Ranger texts prior to the 1990s is an optimistic view of race 
relations in the United States from the perspective of colonial assimilation in Anglo-
American discourses of frontier expansion. 
The instructive element of Tonto’s assimilation in The Lone Ranger franchise is not 
directly informative. The February 1951 issue of Dell’s The Lone Ranger comic book 
series features Indians and settlers joining forces under the masked man’s leadership to 
battle a band of outlaws. The narrative concludes with a firm partnership between 
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Indians and settlers as both recognize that lawlessness, disorder, violence and those that 
profit from it are the tangible threat to peace on the frontier. This partnership can be 
read to imply that racial unity and harmony are the only way to ensure the safety of any 
society. But at no point in the issue or any other production throughout The Lone Ranger 
does the masked man or Tonto directly address the audience on the nature of racism. 
Nor is the audience a passive consumer, simply and uncritically “informed” by 
consumption of a text in a grand “communicative event” (Hall “Encoding” 64). On one 
hand, the Western genre’s basic social concepts are interpretative rather than directly 
informative. On the other, the diverse audiences of the Western are engaged, excluded, 
opposed and indifferent to the idea of Anglo-America in varied ways.  
Concerning the viewing practices of Native Americans and Anglo-Americans, JoEllen 
Shively’s survey of the Western notes that the genre’s audience is varied. Shively’s study 
begins with the assumption that “people understand movies based on their own 
culture” (727). However, on asking the participants of the study – some forty males, 
evenly divided between Anglo-Americans and Native American – whom they identify 
with most in Westerns, Shively reported the majority of “both Indians and Anglos 
reiterated their fondness for John Wayne” (728). Herein, Shively’s disassociation of 
viewing tendencies from represented ethnic and cultural groups is not dissimilar from 
King’s assertion of Wayne’s Native American audience regarding Tonto as a caricature of 
race (King 12). Furthermore, Shively notes that each group specifically listed Wayne’s 
role of Ethan Edwards in The Searchers (Ford 1956) as a character they identified with. 
The Searchers revolves around Ethan Edwards’ quest to recover his kidnapped niece 
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after Comanche’s murdered her family. When questioning why members of either group 
identified with Wayne as Edwards rather than sympathizing with the Indians in the film, 
both groups of audiences cited that Edwards has a rational and justifiable reason for his 
actions and attitudes, including racism (Shively 728). While a preferred reading of the 
Classic Western genre might be affirmative of the myth of the “Wild West”, the audience 
is not necessarily within the specific and narrow section of Anglo-American society that 
aligns neatly with the myth – to say nothing of the Revisionist Western’s more 
ambivalent treatment of the myth. The concept of framing Tonto as wholly a literal and 
direct assimilationist moral does not situate the “faithful Indian companion” as literally 
instructive in the form of a hard-and-fast lesson. Rather, the development of Tonto over 
the course of the franchise is suggestive, evocative and morally interpretative. 
Tonto functions similarly to a parable of appropriate social responses. Specifically, the 
characterization of Tonto can be understood as informative of how to act and respond 
to racism and in the paradigm of mixed race partnership. Concern within the production, 
however, is placed on how Tonto as an intelligent Indian can be read as instructive. 
Tonto is presented as an assimilated Indian in The Lone Ranger franchise. In this role, the 
interaction of Tonto with Anglo-American society is not literally instructive but morally 
interpretative, presenting the “faithful Indian companion” as a critique of society akin to 
the Noble Savage and working within the Western genre’s general milieu of “basic social 
functions”. To achieve this, the depiction of Tonto as an Indian is both bound by the 
essentialism of the definition of the latter and contrasted with it through being 
presented as an intelligent Indian. In this sense, Tonto functions like a parable of 
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appropriate social responses, informative for audiences of how to act and how to 
respond.   
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Chapter Six: The Lone Ranger & Manifest Destiny 
 
Narratives of The Lone Ranger reflect the values associated with Manifest Destiny, 
presented in the franchise through the theme of triumphant settlement. Triumphant 
settlement is a source of action and conflict throughout The Lone Ranger narratives. As 
the alleviator to the problems of expansion, the masked man attains a messianic quality, 
bringing solutions that are initially absolute and absolutely effective. Benefiting both 
Anglo-Americans and Indians, the solutions rendered by the Lone Ranger and Tonto act 
in early narratives as an affirmation of Anglo-America within the depicted expansion. In 
contrast to preceding productions, by the 1990s the Lone Ranger and Tonto had ceased 
to be an affirmation of Anglo-America and triumphant settlement with the solutions 
rendered by the masked man effective only to a limited degree, resolving the symptoms 
but not the sources of frontier conflicts and hardships in parallel with the shift from 
Classic to Revisionist Westerns. Addressing the presence of ideology as reflected in The 
Lone Ranger, chapter six employs genre studies and post-colonialism as its key 
disciplines. 
 
Manifest Destiny: An Ideology of Providence  
 
The basic social action of The Lone Ranger narratives engages with acts as a 
representation of Manifest Destiny. The Lone Ranger franchise’s impression of Manifest 
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Destiny is drawn from the historical concept but is constructed within these narratives in 
a distinct manner. As with the depiction of expansion throughout The Lone Ranger, the 
franchise’s depiction of Manifest Destiny is an articulation of said ideology. Much as the 
United States expansion of the nineteenth-century was preceded by the initial British 
settlement, the notion of Providence preceded Manifest Destiny. In Providence and the 
Invention of the United States, 1607-1876 Nicholas Guyatt defines Providence as “a way 
of imagining America’s purpose and history” as directly guided by a Christian God (1). 
Guyatt notes that while the idea of Providentialism itself “refers to the belief that God 
controls everything that happens on earth”, it also contains “the belief that God 
imagined a special role for certain nations in improving the world and tailored their 
history to prepare them for the achievement of this mission” (5-6). With reference to 
the United States specifically, he adds that from its roots with English colonialism 
providence proclaimed that the United States had been settled “with God’s approval in a 
hostile New World” to produce “a mighty empire from an empty wilderness” (Guyatt 1).  
With Providentialism tied to initial settlement, it is difficult to ignore the ideas of John 
Winthrop (1587-1649). The Governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony from 1630 to 1634, 
Winthrop’s A Model of Christian Charity (1630) forms the basis of the ideology of 
Providence. Written on the Arbella while travelling from England to North America, 
Winthrop’s text states that the purpose of the American colonies was: 
to keep his [God’s] Commandments and his ordinance and his laws, and 
the articles of our [the Puritan’s] Covenant with Him, that we may live 
and be multiplied, and that the Lord our God may bless us in the land 
whither we go to possess it. (Winthrop) 
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As the forerunner to Manifest Destiny, Providence is largely not nationalistic. Rather, 
Winthrop’s thesis is specifically Puritanical. England’s thirteen colonies, however, 
occupied a network of settlements established from the borders of present-day Canada 
to those of present day Florida. Their foundations lay simultaneously with British 
settlement and the acquisition of existing colonies as was the case with New York – 
founded in 1624 as New Amsterdam, a Dutch colony, but acquired by England and 
renamed in 1664. Through Providence, Manifest Destiny begins with a particular strand 
of Christianity-centred thought tied to settlement. 
Puritan based Providence represented a particular strand of Euro-Christian ideology that 
remains within Manifest Destiny throughout the nineteenth-century. The Puritan 
movement had emerged in sixteenth-century England from concern with the Church of 
England’s failure to “fully eliminate ‘papist’ practices” and organized itself along what 
the Puritans themselves considered “a proper biblical pattern” (Cohen 638). The task of 
Puritanism is thus defined by Charles L. Cohen as a movement to “restore the purity of 
the apostolic church and reform society according to God’s laws” (638). As an expression 
of their separation from mainstream English society, a group of Puritans dubbed the 
Pilgrims left England and settled in Massachusetts in 1620 (Cohen 638). Colonization in 
the context of the Puritan’s Biblical orientation is viewed by Anders Stephanson as a 
quest to establish utopia in the form of a “bastion of true religion” (4). The Puritan 
movement can thus be conceived of as a “prophetic” one (Stephanson 8). Stephanson 
argues that from this perspective history becomes “a chronological series of covenants 
and choices” which aids in establishing the idea of the colony, the United States and 
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expansion as a “continuous process” (6, 8).  The American Revolutionary War (1775-83) 
and the birth of the United States proper in this regard can be viewed as “a test of the 
validity of the doctrine” of exceptionalism and expansion (Dion 238). In this sense, Leon 
Dion further stresses that “the doctrine could no longer be held with the complete 
confidence” without the success of the Revolution (239). Providence as an ideology 
could only be a widely implemented after severing ties from the “only official bond 
which united the colonies”, England and her empire (Dion 239). Implemented widely as 
a substitute for imperial ideology in binding together the colonies with the promise of a 
joint North American empire, Providence became associated with the growth, expansion 
and prosperity of the United States.  
Manifest Destiny emerged as one of the various transformations of Providence in the 
United States’ history to accommodate “different ideas and political positions” (Guyatt 
218). This nineteenth-century incarnation is most relevant to The Lone Ranger franchise 
because of its concern with westward expansion. Indeed, Manifest Destiny 
overshadowed the expansion of the United States in the late nineteenth-century. The 
term Manifest Destiny refers to the conception that “history had a purpose and this 
design or ‘destiny’ manifested (revealed) itself in specific situations” (Stephanson 470). 
The term’s first recorded use is in political propagandist John L. O’Sullivan’s (1813-95) 
1845 article regarding the United States’ then potential annexation of Texas, aptly titled 
Annexation. At that time Texas was a former Mexican province which had gained 
independence to form the Republic of Texas by a large, Anglo-American settler 
population in 1836. Because of this population, O’Sullivan contended that the United 
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States should strive towards “the fulfilment of our manifest destiny to overspread the 
continent allotted by Providence” (5). It is this focus on expansion that marks Manifest 
Destiny as a historically distinct branch of Providence. However, Manifest Destiny was 
not “a deeply held American folk belief” in O’Sullivan’s lifetime (White, “Frederick” 80). 
Rather, White argues that O’Sullivan coined the term as a means of distinguishing “the 
politics of expansion from the growing sectional controversy over slavery”, rendering 
Manifest Destiny a distinct notion from that of industry and economy in general 
(“Frederick” 80). While a portion of Providence, Manifest Destiny concerned itself 
predominantly with expansion. 
The extent to which the phrase “Manifest Destiny” is thought to have been commonly 
used has grown in retrospect. The phrase “Manifest Destiny” was most commonly 
employed by Congress and other political circles in reference to settlement and 
expansion (Guyatt 223). Despite this limited historical usage, Manifest Destiny has come 
to encapsulate the nineteenth-century as an “era of nationalism and expansionism” in 
the popular mindset and in the Western genre as a popular representation of this 
timeframe (Guyatt 218). As an idea that is evident in The Lone Ranger texts, the idea of 
triumphant settlement preached that God had provided the United States with ample 
and empty space of North America to extend into (Guyatt 218). Historically, however, 
the idea of empty space is problematic, given that “Indians and Mexicans lived there” 
west of the United States (Blum 235). But these peoples were configured as “relics” of 
pre-modern times who existed in isolated stretches of wilderness, allowing the central 
idea of empty space to function within the ideals of Manifest Destiny (Blum 237). From 
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the perspective of the mid-nineteenth-century United States, Edward J. Blum argues 
that the western reaches of North America promised to be a space where “there are no 
people, and hence there is no political or social conflict” (235). For a nation divided by 
Civil War and over issues of slavery, state rights, industrialization, race, national identity 
and numerous others, Manifest Destiny offered resolution and absolution of the past. 
Similarly, the western portion of North America’s “vast [natural] resources were surely a 
sign of God’s favour and call” (Blum 235). In short, Manifest Destiny exalted the ideal 
that the western United States was “a new Promised Land, a new Eden, and a new 
location of Christ’s return” where there would grow a free and equal society (Blum 234). 
Manifest Destiny promised an idealist future for the United States following expansion. 
Manifest Destiny suggested that the nineteenth-century expansion of the United States 
was divinely ordained. The assertion of expansion “as a natural law” is not, as Richard 
White notes, a “rational argument” but one devised by ideologically driven 
propagandists and politicians (Misfortune 73). White criticizes the use of expansion and 
Manifest Destiny as an explanation of the nineteenth-century enlargement of the United 
States. He argues that “an explanation based on manifest destiny” ignores the 
sociocultural and ethnic divisions between the northern and southern United States and 
the interplay of imperial powers throughout the century (White, Misfortune 73).  
Nevertheless, through the lens of Manifest Destiny, the expansion of the United States 
becomes an ordained conquest. Struggles and cost (of life, landscape and resources) 
became a divine sacrifice made through primitive and direct combat with nature (White 
“Frederick” 47).  Manifest Destiny’s frontier was thus defined as the “domain of real 
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men”, red-blooded Anglo-American conquerors, who fuelled the “engine of progress” 
with the sweat of the brow and labour of their hands (White “Frederick” 49). In Manifest 
Destiny, the expansion of the United States in the nineteenth-century was seen to be 
every bit as mythic and heroic as its depiction in the Western genre. 
The future for Indians as an acquired citizen of the United States depicted in The Lone 
Ranger narratives is a construction of genre and narrative. The Lone Ranger franchise’s 
promised future for the Indian is not consistent with Manifest Destiny.  In situating 
Manifest Destiny and by extension Providence as a strictly Anglo-American ideology, 
Frederick Merk argues that “expansionism synchronized with racism” to the exclusion of 
indigenous cultures (237). Merk further asserts that “racism was the climate in which 
imperialism flourished” and through racial exclusion, the Native American and Anglo-
American were ideologically positioned in a “competition of the races” (240-1). This 
competition was to prepare the United States for its destiny. Under Manifest Destiny, 
the idea was that the Native American was not part of the United States geographically 
or politically. Separation was achieved through distinction and demarkation of a specific 
“Indian Country” as described in the 1834 review of the “1790 Indian Intercourse Act”: 
That all that part of the United States west of the Mississippi, and not 
within the states of Missouri and Louisiana, or the territory of Arkansas, 
and, also, that part of the Unites States east of the Mississippi river, and 
not within any state to which the Indian title has not been extinguished, 
for the purposes of this act, be taken and deemed to be the Indian 
country. (729) 
Illustrating an act of defining both the racial and physical borders of the United States, 
the idea of Indian Country demarcated Native America as both a foreign and redundant 
example of humanity, framed as semi-nomadic tribal hunter-gathers (Merk 30; 
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Stephanson 25). Under Manifest Destiny the true nation and the future was to be 
exclusively Anglo-American.  
The Indian and its place as an acquired citizen in The Lone Ranger texts contrasts sharply 
with the placement of Native America as enemy within Manifest Destiny. The contrast of 
citizen and enemy is particularly evident regarding Manifest Destiny after the expansion 
is complete, at the point when the “barbarian” has become the “citizen”. The Indian is in 
general a symbol of the United States’ historical expansion and the romance of its past 
through the Western genre, situated at the schism between the ideology of Providence’s 
utopian connotations and the historical processes it entailed (Friedberg 360). 
Emphasizing “genocide against the American Indians” as a key part of the United States’ 
nineteenth-century expansion, Lillian Friedberg views the United States’ revisiting of its 
nineteenth-century expansion as a means of “normalizing its present from the 
perspective of the perpetrator population” (354-5). In this sense, Friedberg situates the 
popular understanding of the nineteenth-century United States as a “distorted” 
historicity which bypasses the question of colonial guilt (362). In part, this problem of 
population is touched on by Said in his argument for the division of colonial space, in 
which he draws a line between the colonizer and “their land and its immediate 
surroundings and the territory beyond, which they call ‘the land of the barbarians’” 
(Said, Orientalism 54). The division is one that acknowledges “distinction” between races 
and as such, fails to accommodate the point after expansion is complete when 
differences would seemingly erode (Said, Orientalism 54). As detailed in the following 
chapter, the Native American of the twentieth-century is a United States citizen after 
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1924. But the racial distinction established during colonial expansion between Anglo-
America and Native America endures. Thus the colonized person remains colonized and 
conquest endures in popular culture even as the actual act of expansion is no longer 
undertaken, serving to separate “races, regions, nations and minds from each other” 
(Said, Orientalism 57). The Indian becomes constructed as necessarily and perpetually 
archaic as a contrast and distinction with Anglo-American notions of civilization and 
progress. 
 
Manifest Destiny and the Lone Ranger 
 
Numerous scholars have noted that the idea of Manifest Destiny has informed and is 
presented within the Western genre (Bold 24; German 9; Murdoch 24; Schatz 431). 
Kathleen German explores portrayals of Indians in Depression era radio Westerns. She 
argues that the Western genre presents “the reincarnation of Manifest Destiny in 
popular entertainment” and serves as an ongoing dialogue and token of the ideology (9). 
Pointing to The Lone Ranger radio series specifically, German further states that as 
“good triumphed over evil in every episode and the truth that accompanied civilization 
replaced the savage practices of the past”, the radio series crafted an image of the 
landscape defined wholly in terms of the triumph of Anglo-American expansion (11).  
The Lone Ranger franchise thus presents the masked man’s mission with a posture of 
righteousness that has a variety of tangible outcomes such as the defeat of outlaws in 
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the conclusion of every instalment and Tonto’s exemplary assimilation. German is, 
however, discussing specifically the radio production of The Lone Ranger franchise, and 
while much of her conceptualization is applicable to concurrent and following 
productions, she does not engage in discussion of the ambiguity that is featured in post-
1960s texts. In the earlier The Lone Ranger texts, triumphant expansion is framed as just 
and is facilitated by the masked man. 
The Lone Ranger texts throughout the franchise emphasizes hardship, both personal and 
of the landscape in general in the form of toil, combat or conquest and violence. It is the 
arrival of the Lone Ranger that smooths the process of expansion and settlement. The 
masked man’s role in indigenous and settler relations is noted, for instance, in the 
opening narration of the 1939 radio episode, “Keeping Faith with General Custer”. 
Outlining a process of expansion after the Civil War, the narrator of this episode places 
Indian-settler conflict as central to this expansion by informing audiences that: 
When the Civil War drew to a close, a new wave of settlers swept into the 
Western United States. Many miners and prospectors were attracted to 
the Black Hills by the promise of gold but the hostile Indians drove them 
out and when every effort to deal peacefully with the savages had failed 
the President sent General Custer to make the country safe for the 
pioneers. That great leader found the Masked Rider of the Plains ready 
and anxious to help him and the part the famous champion of justice 
played in the expedition is one of the most exciting episodes in the 
history of the West. (“Keeping Faith with General Custer”) 
Within the episode the Lone Ranger’s function is linked explicitly with the cavalry as an 
apparatus of expansion. Presented as an incidental event following the Civil War, 
expansion is framed as seemingly natural for the United States. In the Western genre’s 
use of United States expansion, The Lone Ranger franchise positions the nation’s growth 
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as the rationale for the basic problems and setting of the text: isolated frontier towns 
and rampant lawlessness.  
If The Lone Ranger franchise can be said to present the period of United States 
expansion as a time of conflict and danger, it is not the Indian who forms the franchise’s 
primary antagonist. As later revealed in “Keeping Faith with General Custer” and other 
episodes in which the narratives involve settler-Indian conflict, it is outlaws who overtly 
and abundantly provide antagonism in The Lone Ranger narratives. In “Keeping Faith 
with General Custer” this takes the form of unnamed gunrunners who supply the Indians 
with rifles, provoking the conflict for personal gain. Indeed, the linking of The Lone 
Ranger franchise and Manifest Destiny with outlaw antagonism can be noted in the 
opening narration of the first television episode, “Enter the Lone Ranger”:  
Before his [the Lone Ranger’s] coming, this new land of the West was a 
wild and unruly territory into which brave American pioneers moved in 
covered wagons, on horseback and afoot. Theirs was a rugged existence 
for they not only had to settle and build but they had to fight. Here 
beyond the reach of law and order might was right. The best shot was the 
best man. Born of necessity in this chaotic period an organization was 
developed to combat the evil forces of the time. An organization called 
the Texas Rangers. 
While the Indian remains an obstacle of civilization, it is the outlaw who takes 
prominence as the enemy. Originating from within Anglo-American society and yet not 
invested in the project of progress, the outlaw is the threat which the Lone Ranger 
answers most directly through his status as a Texas Ranger.  
It is in the late 1950s that the theme of industrialization additionally comes to feature 
throughout The Lone Ranger franchise’s presentation of Manifest Destiny. 
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Industrialization, for instance, is linked to the outlaw in the opening sequences of both 
the 1956 film and 1966 animated series, both of which include the following narration: 
When the factories first began to send their pall of smoke over the cities, 
and farmlands of the East offered only the barest living, Americans turned 
their faces toward the West. They poured into the new territory by the 
thousands- bringing with them their household goods, fording the mighty 
rivers, climbing the mountains, fighting Indians and outlaws - praying... 
toiling... dying. 
It was a hard land, a hostile land. Only the strong survived... a new 
American breed - the pioneer. 
In this forge, upon this anvil was hammered out a man who became a 
legend... a daring and resourceful man who hated thievery and 
oppression. 
His face masked... his true name unknown... with his faithful Indian 
companion at his side, he thundered across the West on his great white 
stallion, appearing out of nowhere to strike down injustice and outlawry...  
and then, vanishing as mysteriously as he came. 
His sign: a silver bullet. 
His name: The Lone Ranger! 
Both productions employ identical dialogue. The accompanying imagery, however, is 
distinct. Where the 1956 film employs shots of covered wagon trains, lumberjacks, 
hand-seeding, and finally the masked man himself riding across the landscape, the 1966 
animation displays images of factories, ruined ghost towns, wastelands, graveyards, a 
silver bullet and lastly the Lone Ranger and Tonto. For both, however, expansion is 
presented as natural – prompted incidentally by the organic failure of agriculture in the 
eastern United States coupled with industrial growth. The presentation of an 
uncomplicated Manifest Destiny for the Lone Ranger franchise begins with the ideas of 
expansion, settlement and (later in the franchise) industry. The arrival of the Lone 
Ranger smooths the process of expansion, removing or at least alleviating the struggles 
and turmoil. The opening dialogues also concerns the outlaw. Where the settler is within 
the act of both expanding the nation and building a new and ultimately idealist variant 
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of the United States, it is the outlaw as the fallen child of civilization and not the Indian 
who fulfils the aspect of Manifest Destiny that involves primitive combat. Outlaws such 
as the Night Legion or Cavendish gang ensure danger on the frontier. The association of 
the outlaw with those that have succumbed “to the wildness of his surroundings and 
reverting to savagery himself” (Nash 24) ensures that the masked man’s adventures are 
set in a “Wild West” that is a place of both danger and opportunity. This is a cursed and 
chaotic wilderness, populated by corrupted examples of the civilized citizen.  
The outlaw gives antagonism and Manifest Destiny in The Lone Ranger franchise a 
distinct connotation and flavour compared to that of the Indian. The Indian as 
antagonist is the other and thus removed from Anglo-American status as the savage, 
animalistic antagonist of the Classic Western or the alternative society of the Revisionist 
Western. In contrast, the outlaw is neither a liminal other nor “the savage enemy of 
civilization” but a radical element alienated from “his society and its traditional 
ideology” through crime and deviancy (Slotkin, Gunfighter 146). Rather than presenting 
a colonizer-colonized binary, the conflict between law and outlaw presents one class of 
Anglo-American set against another, to paraphrase Slotkin (Gunfighter 293). Slotkin 
defines the outlaw as part of the underclass and driven to crime by “the interests of the 
‘producing class’” (Gunfighter 146), be they incidental or antagonistic. This is certainly 
the case with established Western characters such as Kid Colt. The protagonist of Kid 
Colt Outlaw, a comic series first published in 1948, Blaine Colt is a former pacifist turned 
“saddle-bum” and outlaw after he is framed for murder by a corrupt Sheriff with no 
power to refute the charge (Gray and Palmiotti 1). Similarly embodying the outlaw as 
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lower class is the Cisco Kid. First featured in O. Henry’s 1907 short story, The Caballero's 
Way, the Cisco Kid embodies the impoverished outlaw as a disenfranchised Mexican in 
Texas. For the Classic Western, the outlaw is aligned with the fringes of society, typically 
in the form of the lower classes. 
The class connotation remains with the outlaw in the Revisionist Western, but the 
arbitrary alignment of the outlaw with poverty is discarded. For instance, Cullen Bunn 
and Brian Hurtt’s 2010 comic book series The Sixth Gun and the 2004 television series 
Deadwood feature criminal figures who are configured as respectively wealthy 
individuals. For The Sixth Gun the wealthy criminal is southern plantation owner and 
Confederate General Oliander Bedford Hume. Deadwood, conversely, offers a 
professional criminal in the form of saloon owner Al Swearengen. Increasingly, the 
theme of the affluent criminal becomes evident in The Lone Ranger franchise also, with 
outlawry situated as a profession and social distinction in itself from the 1930s through 
to the 1950s. By the 1960s, however, scientists have joined the criminal ranks, followed 
by industry and government officials in the 1980s. In far more general terms then, the 
outlaw concerns class – but not one particular class. In this capacity, the outlaw openly 
challenges the process of Manifest Destiny along with the “traditional values and images 
associated with the mythic West” (Aquila 206) whilst also suggesting a darker aspect to 
expansion through greed, violence and disenfranchisement. The outlaw projects an 
“ambiguous morality and cynicism” onto the myth of the “Wild West” (Aquila 206). The 
outlaw is no more or less historical than the Indian with the nineteenth-century western 
United States featuring the careers of noted criminals such as Jesse James (1847-82) and 
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John Wesley Hardin (1853-95). But in contrast to the Indian and the historicized physical 
threat they pose to Anglo-American civilization, the outlaw acts as an ideological 
challenge that questions the validity and empowerment of expansion.12 The outlaw thus 
forms a very different type of opposition to the Indian, one that is less rooted in the 
questions of race and colonialism and far more orientated towards questions of class, 
labour, wealth and entitlement. The outlaw provides a seemingly just source and focus 
for frontier violence in the sense that they act illegally in their own social and cultural 
framework. 
The outlaw contrasts with the Indian in that they are not visually identifiable through 
racial traits or an external force, but represent a disgruntled sub-group within Anglo-
America. Examples of hidden outlaws in the franchise are the dishonest banker and 
                                                     
12
 For society as metaphorically presented in the Western genre, the outlaw’s ideological challenge 
additionally heralds the onset of capitalistic and corporate growth. The outlaw’s status as an outsider is 
also associated with the wilderness and “alienation” from society, and governed by “childish and primitive 
impulses” (Slotkin, Regeneration 12). Governed by “hunger for food, power, pleasure, dissolution of the 
self in passionate love, and cruelty” the outlaw becomes “a perpetual source of disorder” and a detraction 
from systems of government and enterprise (Slotkin, Regeneration 12). But it is the endurance of the 
threat forces society to become a contemporary and pragmatic culture in order to overcome the outlaw’s 
impulsive, wild nature and ultimately endure and thrive. Without the outlaw, society would be permitted 
to function without violence or other strife. Elsewhere, Slotkin outlines that the outlaws defeat thus 
delivers solidarity and purity of national purpose as “ideological oppositions” - of insider and outsider, law 
and outlaw, rich and poor - are brought to a close (Gunfighter 359). The outlaw within the Western genre 
presents an ideological challenge, the resolution of which herald’s social stability. 
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sheriff who jointly frame local townsfolk for crimes to steal their savings in the 1937 
radio episode, “The Crooked Banker and the Sheriff”; and a seemingly honest rancher 
named Beau Slate who attempts to provoke frontier violence to eliminate homesteaders 
from the open range in “Counterfeit Redskins”, a 1955 television episode. While the 
outlaw fulfils a similar function to the Indian in terms of depicting the frontier as a 
dangerous place, the outlaw is an invisible and socially internal foe. They are able to 
interact with honest citizens without notice until they are revealed or their true nature 
reveals itself. A member of the Beeler Gang, Joe draws the Lone Ranger’s attention 
when he orders whiskey at a café in an honest township that eschews alcohol and other 
vices in the 1950 television episode “The Beeler Gang”. With the outlaws invisibility in 
mind Fitzgerald draws a parallel between outlaws in The Lone Ranger texts and the 
United States’ perception of the threat of Soviet infiltration during the franchise’s peak 
productive period of the 1950s (Native 35-6). Framing the masked man as a “Cold War 
Avenger”, Fitzgerald further positions the model of race relations presented by the 
pairing of the Lone Ranger and Tonto as a rebuttal to Soviet criticism of United States’ 
notions of equality (Native 29). Fitzgerald further outlines the Soviet criticism noted the  
“suppression of minorities” within the United States in contrast to the ideology of 
freedom, pointing to the Civil Rights movement of the 1950s and 1960s (Native 79). In 
the broader framework of global post-colonialism that Fitzgerald links to the Cold War, 
Tonto comes to be “used here as a ‘model minority,’ a conservative trope” (Native 79). 
The outlaw in The Lone Ranger franchise forms an internal and subversive foe that 
emerges after the Indian has been drawn into the expanding United States. 
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The Cold War context of The Lone Ranger in the 1950s sees the franchise’s peak 
productive period occurring in an era of lines and divisions that might have been 
classified in the nineteenth-century as frontiers (Stephanson 121-3). The idea here is not 
that Manifest Destiny and the idea of land-based colonial expansion for the United 
States simply was switched to the “enemy within” rhetoric of the Cold War. Rather, 
Stephanson argues that while Manifest Destiny had initially provided a “spatial 
destination of destiny” in terms of continental North America it was also conceived “as a 
gradual struggle for civilization and race” (125). During the Cold War, this struggle took 
the shape and form of a global, “instantaneous and razor-sharp distinction” between 
Capitalists and Communists – producing a battle that occurred “everywhere” 
(Stephanson 125). Stephanson contrasts Manifest Destiny with Cold War rhetoric, 
presenting the conception of the United States as expanding into land of “barbarism” 
(125). The conception of “barbarism” are defined distinctly, in terms of wilderness for 
the nineteenth-century or communism during the Cold War. But the idea of conflict and 
expansion itself was “imagined more in historical than spatial terms”, with the United 
States moving inevitably towards a “final victory” and completion of utopia (125). And 
this idea of victory and the fulfilment of Manifest Destiny is central to the ideology. But, 
as discussed below, The Lone Ranger franchise ultimately evades the theme of a final 
victory for civilization, instead focusing on the struggle itself. In associating the figure of 
the masked man with the fear of an internal subversive element within society, the 
outlaw is cast as a sinister and internal foe. In engaging with the outlaw as frontier 
enemy it is the borderline of morality, honesty and duplicitousness that The Lone Ranger 
franchise engages in its “Wild West”. 
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Settlement in the Lone Ranger 
 
Manifest Destiny as triumphant settlement is a consistent feature of The Lone Ranger 
franchise. The Western genre and Manifest Destiny draw on the same act of expansion. 
Chuck Berg asserts that with Hollywood’s global marketplace “westerns became 
powerful tropes for manifest destiny”, arguing that the genre legitimizes the United 
States' political and economic imperialism in the popular mindset (213). Berg further 
asserts that the Western genre’s protagonists inevitably: 
struggle to carve empires from the Western wilderness through epic 
battles with nature, greedy villains, and hostile “Indians.” In reference to 
the latter, a note is in order. It was not until the 1960s that Native 
Americans began to receive at least some faint recognition in the cinema 
as American citizens with cultures and civilizations unique to their own 
experience. Still, in terms of the classical Western, which had always been 
written by whites, “Indians,” although at times briefly idealized in the 
tradition of Rousseau’s “natural man,” primarily served the genre’s 
narrative needs by dramatically embodying an obstacle to be overcome – 
through annihilations, subjugation or “civilization” – by whites 
presumably blessed by the divine aura inherent in the nation-building 
rationale of Manifest Destiny. (Berg 214) 
Discussing the “stylistic and thematic” shifts of Westerns during the 1990s, Berg asserts 
that the Western’s overarching narrative of expansion into the “virgin paradise” of the 
western United States remains undisturbed across the genre’s varied incarnations (211, 
215). Even as the portrayal of Indians exchanges frontier enemy for alternative society, 
settlement endures in the Western genre.  
The nature of settlement in The Lone Ranger texts is something of a perpetual limbo, 
with expansion and settlement never reaching completion. All narratives of the masked 
man feature some aspect of building the western United States. Even if not overtly 
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stated by the Lone Ranger or other character, the actions of the masked man in 
providing stability to individual communities implies some progression towards the 
future. But emphasis on the settlement is not true of all Westerns. Examples set outside 
the nineteenth-century time period and region of the western United States tend to 
show little concern with the action of settlement. Indeed, settlement is largely 
unmentioned in The Last Stand (Jee-Woon 2013) and A Fistful of Dynamite (Leone 1972).  
The Last Stand is set in the 2010s long after any settlement has concluded and contrasts 
a small close-knit township of rural Arizona with the largely anonymous population of 
Las Vegas.  A Fistful of Dynamite is concerned with the Mexican Revolution of 1910 to 
1920 and focuses on the rule of government, not its expansion. But settlement is a 
staple of The Lone Ranger franchise. The act of settlement itself tends to imply, 
however, a period of transition (Abbott 98). That the work of the pilgrims, the pioneers, 
the founding fathers, the cowboys and railroad builders depicted throughout the various 
narratives spur the progress of civilization. In this way, The Lone Ranger franchise 
implies that civilization itself will grow and be invigorated with the “transfer of ideas and 
institutions from East to West” (Abbott 104).  
Settlement is not manifested as a temporal progression that is ever realized in The Lone 
Ranger texts. Seldom within the franchise do narratives of the masked man show the act 
of settlement having come to fruition by depicting a time after expansion is complete. 
There are exceptions, such as the 2013 film which opens in 1933 with Tonto 
characterized as an elderly Indian living alone as a sideshow attraction in San Francisco. 
The significance of the date can be seen to intentionally coincide with the premier of The 
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Lone Ranger radio series. Likewise, the location of San Francisco is situated on the 
western coastline and thus the very continental end of the United States. In a similar 
fashion, The Lone Ranger: The Death of Zorro comic series frames its narrative through 
an elderly Indian relating his childhood experience of witnessing Zorro and the Lone 
Ranger save his tribe from outlaws to a class of school children in 1950. In either case, 
however, the progression from the “Wild West” of the Lone Ranger and Tonto to the 
twentieth-century is not explored. Avoiding addressing the closure of the frontier, the 
“Wild West” is positioned in a liminal state between wilderness and civilization. It is thus 
not the completed state and pinnacle of United States civilization that serves as a 
symbol of national identity and culture in The Lone Ranger franchise. Rather, it is the 
struggle itself, the combat of civilization with its outlaw detractors along with the 
corporate and governmental exploiters that defines the nation. The Lone Ranger 
franchise’s settlement thus occurs at the tipping point, when the future of civilization 
hangs in the balance and when its virtues are most highly contrasted and thus defined.  
It is in essence the moment at which a regeneration of civilization and a rebirth of 
society occurs through a return to its roots in the wilderness, the simplicity of its past, a 
patriotic honesty of its government (Slotkin, Regeneration 91-3). This moment of 
settlement in-progress ultimately functions as revolutionary in its outlook but wholly 
and socially constructive in its function (Slotkin, Regeneration 91). In depicting an 
incomplete process of settlement, The Lone Ranger franchise draws on this 
revolutionary contrast. 
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Within The Lone Ranger franchise the perpetual frontier serves as a location itself. The 
Lone Ranger and Tonto dwell simultaneously in civilization and wilderness, camping on 
the outskirts of town in numerous narratives from 1933 through 2013. Few narratives 
take place in a virgin wilderness, with the majority occurring in a community surrounded 
by substantial forest, desert or plains. Indeed, the 1938 film serial, 1956 film and 2013 
film each respectively present a landscape that hosts an Anglo-American township with 
satellite ranches, Indian territories, and wilderness that has yet to be claimed in any 
meaningful manner. In each film also, townsfolk, ranchers, and Indians dwell within this 
shared landscape without violent conflict until relations are complicated by the villains’ 
machinations. The implication of the frontier as a space for The Lone Ranger texts is that 
it is vast. Noting this convention in the Western genre in general, Rich Dyer argues the 
idea of the frontier is not simply a border but a place of human invention and “human 
intervention” (White 33). As part of his wider argument that the racial characteristics of 
white ethnicity lie “in the absence of reference to whiteness”, Dyer notes that the 
depiction of the frontier as an ample, compartmentalized place holds the implication of 
“white cultivation”, establishing “a border where there was none before” (White 2, 33) – 
a vision of a world where absolute freedom from the strictness of civilization’s rules are 
balanced with society’s comforts and virtues. The frontier of The Lone Ranger franchise 
is thus emphasized, positively, as an Anglo-American constructed space.  
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The Lone Ranger as a Messianic Figure 
 
While not an outlaw the Lone Ranger is positioned outside the conventional social order 
as a masked messiah, contextualized by the character’s rank as a Texas Ranger. Drawing 
a parallel between their concept of the American Superhero (noted in chapter four) and 
Biblical figures, Jewett and Lawrence assert that narratives of the Lone Ranger, along 
with those of the Superhero and the wider Western genres, popularize “Manifest 
Destiny and the allegorical selfless imperialism of early American civil religion” (Captain 
31). In reference to civil religion, Jewett and Lawrence draw on Robert N. Bellah’s 
interpretation of Rousseau’s concept. Rousseau defines the civil religion as “social 
sentiments without which a man cannot be a good citizen or a faithful subject”, often 
defined through ideology and social discourse (114). Approaching this notion in relation 
to the United States, Bellah argues that the nation’s civil religion can “be overtly or 
implicitly linked to the ideal of manifest destiny that has been used to legitimate several 
adventures in imperialism since the early nineteenth century” and pertains to a pattern 
of growth and interaction by the United States in regard to the rest of the world. 
Utilizing Bellah’s concept, Jewett and Lawrence see the idea of Manifest Destiny 
continue in the form of fictional figures “with courage and strength enough to transcend 
the legal order” (Captain 29) and face the source of the society’s problems. Further, the 
allegorical selfless imperialism of The Lone Ranger franchise is emphasized in the 
protagonist’s self-stated mission of justice (Jewett and Lawrence, Captain 31). The 
Ranger’s actions and his roles as a vigilante are, as Jewett and Lawrence note, aligned 
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within the government’s principles of freedom and progress (Captain 31). Jewett and 
Lawrence explicitly compare the Lone Ranger’s vigilantism to Superman’s upholding of 
“truth, justice and the American way” and Captain America’s status as the “Sentinel of 
Liberty” in supporting the status quo as freelance and organic extensions of the state 
(Captain 31). While the Lone Ranger is a vigilante in the sense that the character 
operates outside of the conventional legal system, he is one endorsed by the 
government of the United States and ideology of Manifest Destiny. 
Resolutions within The Lone Ranger texts are linked to triumphant settlement, measured 
in terms of overcoming the hardships of expansion. This involves the omission of 
complications evident within the documented historical actions of colonial expansion 
such as indigenous removal, genocide and ethnic cleansing. The figure of the Lone 
Ranger himself can be understood as divine in connotation as he consistently undergoes 
“a symbolic death and rebirth” through the ambush narrative (Fitzgerald, Native 32). 
Concerning The Lone Ranger television series specifically, Fitzgerald further asserts the 
masked man’s “godlike” properties (Native 32) – such as a fantastic white horse and 
fabulous weaponry. Fitzgerald goes further, however, to simultaneously compare the 
Lone Ranger to Sir Lancelot, Jesus and the First Horseman of the Apocalypse (Native 32). 
The image Fitzgerald conjures of the masked man is a curious one, but not entirely inapt. 
A hero (Lancelot), redeemer (Jesus) and conqueror (Horseman), the Lone Ranger saves 
the community, resolves tensions between settler and Indian and ultimately helps 
facilitate the expansion of the United States (Fitzgerald, Native 32). In addition to 
Fitzgerald’s flamboyant set of comparisons, the masked man is also a Texan and thus 
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associated with the initial regional fixation of Manifest Destiny. The Lone Ranger’s 
nature as a messiah figure is further explored by Horton who configures the masked 
man as a knightly hero, noting that the Lone Ranger “is not married and he has no 
home” (571), operating without social obligations. Horton notes that “unlike many 
Western figures, particularly sheriffs like Matt Dillon and Wyatt Earp, who are primarily 
identified as working for one specific town, the Ranger is his own man on nobody's pay-
roll” (Horton 571). Either knowingly in productions prior to the 1990s or unwittingly in 
the decades following, the masked man’s actions always defend “the bourgeois justice 
and status quo” (Horton 571). This is evident in the removal of the outlaw as a disruption 
of the established social, political and economic system. Restoration of the established 
social and governmental system acts as the basic outcome from the Lone Ranger and 
Tonto’s actions within the pre-1960s productions of the franchise. Easing the process of 
settlement, the masked man himself displays a messianic quality. 
As an Anglo-American messiah, the masked man not only protects the existing social 
order, but harmonizes its tensions and conflicts by removing the outlaw as agitator. The 
1949 television episode “The War Horse” is a typical example. When a Wild West Show 
hires the gunslinger, Rodrigo, to visit reservation-bound Chief Lame Bear and purchase 
the chief’s famous horse for the show, the gunslinger chooses instead to keep the 
purchase funds for himself. To fulfil the contract Rodrigo steals the horse and kidnaps 
Lame Bear’s son as insurance. The act spurs Lame Bear to war, drawing the local cavalry 
garrison into the conflict and endangering settlers. However, the Lone Ranger recovers 
both the horse and kidnapped son. Lame Bear and the army make peace, with the 
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former returning to the reservation without further violence or repercussion from the 
latter. Rodrigo is captured and sentenced to trial by law. The solution is not questioned. 
Everyone understands it was Rodrigo who was to blame, not Lame Bear. Tonto, along 
with Lame Bear and just about every other character, agrees to the resolution as 
specified by the masked man. The masked man’s actions in this instance ensure peace 
across the frontier to the benefit in this instance of the settler, the government (through 
the cavalry) and the Indians: everybody, except the outlaw. The solutions offered by the 
Lone Ranger, at least as far as the pre-1990s productions are concerned, are both 
absolute and absolutely effective. 
As a messianic figure, the Lone Ranger’s solutions are presented as being of benefit to all 
and thus extended to the Indian. The future following settlement is depicted with the 
promise of a clear path from savagery to civilization for the Indian, albeit one never 
realized. As the masked man’s sidekick, Tonto plays a part in bringing about these 
solutions and helping the Ranger build the west. More important than the individual 
outcomes Tonto works under the Lone Ranger towards, the “faithful Indian companion” 
acts as an outcome and solution himself. In The Lone Ranger franchise, civilization has 
overtaken the Indians, who are depicted as now struggling to assimilate. The franchise’s 
Indian is surrounded by a civilization they cannot understand and beset by criminals who 
respectively assault the Indian or else wish to use them for their own criminal ends – 
such as Rodrigo or the unnamed gunrunners in “Keeping Faith with General Custer”. The 
Indian’s plight as presented in The Lone Ranger narratives has some affinities with the 
historical notion described by Vine Deloria. Vine Deloria asserts that for other cultural-
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ethnic groupings the plight would be understood as “difficulties, predicaments, 
quandaries, problems or troubles” becomes perceived as an everyday state of being for 
Native America (Custer 1). Under the notion of the plight Vine Deloria further argues 
that an aura of “irresponsibility” surrounds the idea of the colonized other, presenting 
and constructing the Indian’s lifestyle as a corrupting agent, threatening to roll back the 
frontier (Vine Deloria, Custer 3, 41). Outbursts of criminality, laziness and poverty are 
symptoms of the Indian’s struggle to assimilate into Anglo-American society. The 
struggle to assimilate is illustrated through the Indian’s failure to grasp the concept of 
laws, productivity, and capital (Kilpatrick 102). 
The plight of the Indian in struggling to grasp concepts associated with civilization is not 
unique to The Lone Ranger franchise, but a broader feature of Indian characterization. 
The Indians of the film Pathfinder: Legend of the Ghost Warrior (Nispel 2007) never truly 
understand that their Viking opponents wear metal armour, for instance. Similarly, 
Regina, the wife of Don Alehandro de la Vega in Isabel Allende’s The Novel Zorro never 
acclimatizes to Spanish noble society – particularly fashion, instead “going barefoot and 
wearing the rough clothing of the neophytes” (29). By contrast, Tonto’s positioning 
beside the Ranger is an illustration of Manifest Destiny’s promised future and universal 
society in which the Indian has been educated towards civilization and stands equal to 
the Anglo-American, once expansion is complete. Nor is Tonto alone in this position in 
the franchise. For instance, The Lone Ranger and the Lost City of Gold provides the 
audience with a progression of Indian characters in varying stages of assimilation: Chief 
Tomache, Doctor James and Paviva. The Apache Chief Tomache is perhaps the most 
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familiar characterization of the three. Tomache adheres to the familiar twentieth-
century popular cultural characterization of the Indian, speaking broken English, 
dwelling in the wilderness, and wearing a distinctive costume of a headband, tunic and 
ornate jewellery. Doctor James, Tomache’s son, was sent away from the tribe and 
educated as a doctor. Dwelling in the local town, James has abandoned broken English 
and distinctive costuming in favour of plain English and an expensive suit. Paviva in this 
sense provides a middle ground between the two, not costumed in a distinct fashion but 
retaining her own manner of English and dwelling outside the township in a Spanish 
Mission. Within The Lone Ranger and the Lost City of Gold, as in The Lone Ranger texts in 
general, the Indian’s plight is configured as a problem of the “Wild West” to which the 
masked man and Anglo-America provide clear solutions.  
 
Solutions in the Later Franchise 
 
The messianic absoluteness of the masked man’s resolutions, associated with earlier 
productions of The Lone Ranger, decline as the franchise develops. This is particularly 
evident in relation to Tonto. In all productions after the 1990s, there is neither clear 
community benefit nor alleviation of racial tensions as in previous eras. For example, the 
2013 film opens with railroad tycoon Latham Cole participating in the transcontinental 
railroad’s construction and the escape of Butch Cavendish. As the film progresses it is 
revealed that Cavendish and Cole are co-conspirators. A flashback reveals that both 
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discovered a secret silver deposit on Comanche lands. To conceal its existence, the pair 
massacred Tonto’s family. To properly mine the silver, Cole needs heavy industry and so 
a rail line must be laid across treaty-protected land. Thus Cavendish’s gang disguise 
themselves as Indians and attack settlers, prompting the cavalry to respond. Over the 
course of the narrative, the cavalry massacre the Comanche and became willing 
participants in Cole’s plot – not simply to become rich, but to purchase the railroad 
company and found a corporate empire. In the film’s finale, consisting of a lengthy 
action sequence, Cavendish dies incidentally and Cole is killed by Tonto. Who then, does 
the Lone Ranger and Tonto’s vigilantism benefit in the 2013 film? The railroad and the 
government – again through the cavalry - are both revealed as criminal and the Indians 
have suffered extermination. The settlers certainly benefit, now freed from Cavendish’s 
antagonism as has the railroad’s owners in retaining control of their company. But the 
settlers live under a government that is now revealed as duplicitous while the railroad 
owners are the very individuals who originally employed Cole and, in the film’s closing 
scenes, attempt to purchase the masked man’s services. Indeed, the positioning of 
Tonto in the narrative’s conclusion as a sideshow attraction suggests an uncertain future 
for the Indian at best. Absolute resolutions are largely absent from later examples of The 
Lone Ranger franchise.  
It would be deceptive to attribute a broad and all-encompassing significance to changing 
styles of resolution. The change itself occurs slowly within the franchise, with precise 
resolutions evident in the productions of the 1980s such as The Legend of the Lone 
Ranger and concurrent The New Adventures of the Lone Ranger animated series. By 
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1994, clear resolutions are no longer evident in the Topps comics series The Lone Ranger 
and Tonto. The first issue of The Lone Ranger and Tonto features the subheading “-
breakup!” This phrase epitomizes the events of much of the series. In the third issue, 
Tonto discovers the masked man’s implicit participation in the massacre of the Indian’s 
family. Pursuing the outlaw Barrett throughout, the Lone Ranger recounts how the 
antagonist’s criminal tendencies revealed themselves during Barrett’s time as a Sheriff.  
Through the Ranger’s recount of his time as a Texas Ranger, the series presents John 
Reid years prior to the ambush. Investigating a starving Indian family accused of stealing 
sheep, Reid passes the information onto the then Sheriff Barrett – offering money to pay 
for the stolen sheep expecting the family to be treated kindly. Instead of following the 
masked man’s intent, Barrett massacred the Indian family. While John Reid eventually 
discovers Barrett’s crimes, this occurs only shortly before the ambush and the pursuit of 
Cavendish becomes an immediate priority. On learning of his Kemo Sabe’s complacency, 
Tonto reveals that it was his family whom Barrett attacked and abandons the masked 
man which sees the pair engage in separate and distinct activities for much of the 
following issue. When the pair reunites within the final pages of the fourth issue to 
confront the larger threat, the unresolved question of Tonto’s colonized status versus 
that of the Ranger’s Anglo-American settler-hero highlights a lack of reconciliation 
between these ethnic groups. Largely, it is the case that the formula of The Lone Ranger 
franchise remains in place from 1933 through to 2013. However, the Lone Ranger in 
2013 is no longer constructed as a messianic resolver of problems and facilitator of 
settlement. 
 
 
 
235 
 
With solutions that are characterized in later productions as ambiguous or ineffective, 
the Lone Ranger struggles to function as a messianic character. Approaching the masked 
man’s vigilantism from the perspective of triumphant settlement, redemption, conquest 
and heroism, the masked man and Tonto in the years from 1933 through to 1981 can be 
understood to facilitate the expansion into the western United States as “a peaceful 
gardening process” of benevolent, organic growth (Dorfman 83). Without the masked 
man’s intervention and vigilance, Dorfman argues that the lapses in government and 
community in The Lone Ranger narratives would see the average citizen to become “the 
victim of laws which terrify him more for being incomprehensible than for being 
implacable” (116). These lapses in government and community are embodied in criminal 
railroad tycoons like James Landry (in the 2003 television movie) or Latham Cole (in the 
2013 film) and their employers and patrons who both fund and profit from their actions 
but are largely unseen. Similarly, Senator Dorsey from the Dynamite second volume 
storylines, “Hard Country” and “Back East” (2012),13 not only actively conceals and 
protects the criminal actions of his brother for personal gain, but remains in Chicago 
while his bidding throughout both the eastern and the western United States is 
undertaken by a long line of federal agents, law enforcers, private detectives and 
mercenary criminals. By the 2013 film the Lone Ranger’s crusade against outlawry has 
lost the qualities of an “archetypical struggle of good and evil” in which Dorfman argues 
that the masked man is engaged (91). Further, also asserting the Lone Ranger’s status as 
                                                     
13
 “Hard Country” occupies issues one through six of Dynamite’s second volume, while “Back East” 
occupies issues fifteen through eighteen. 
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a messianic character, Dorfman argues that the Ranger defends the “dream of a 
community and land open to everyone”, existing “because a crisis exists” (1). Fighting 
the symptom but unable to resolve the problem, any hope or future the Lone Ranger 
grants the communities he saves is at best temporary, at worst an illusion. The actual 
industrial-government complex that either is criminal itself or created the outlaw 
remains largely intact – untouched by the masked man’s activity. In this regard, one may 
position the Lone Ranger in 2013 not as a messianic figure but a hopeless knight 
inadvertently defending an industrial-government status quo which is itself aligned with 
the criminal element. 
The Lone Ranger franchise’s basic social action appears to be out of date within the 
general milieu of the Revisionist Western. However, changes in triumphant settlement 
cannot be entirely attributed to the Revisionist Western. As Jim Kitses notes in Horizons 
West: Directing the Western, the idea and ideals of the Classic Western do not simply 
vanish with the appearance of the Revisionist Western but linger and endure at the 
genre’s foundation, resurfacing in Neo-Classic Westerns (5-7). Kitses defines the Neo-
Classic Western as a return to the “old order, the gallant tradition of the Western”, 
tempered with “bleak determinism” that juxtaposes the idealism of the myth with an 
undercutting cynicism (7-8). Kitses points to Clint Eastwood’s Unforgiven (1992) as the 
first Neo-Classic Western (5). With reference to the narrative’s depiction of the return 
from retirement of an aged gunfighter-turned-farmer, Will Munny, Kitses points to the 
manner in which Unforgiven brings the “tarnished image of the Old West” into focus 
(307). This is achieved through the frank confessions of the film’s gunfighter characters 
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about the violence of life on the frontier. The film recalls and contrasts Munny with 
Eastwood’s own on-screen gunfighter persona. Through Munny’s own legend the film 
juxtaposes the glorified, cleansing violence of the Classic Western with the changing 
sensibilities of audiences. In this sense, the Neo-Classic Western employs the Classic 
Western’s tropes with the Revisionist Western’s sensibilities. 
Situated within the early 1990s, Unforgiven has a similar style of tarnished cynicism to 
The Lone Ranger and Tonto comics of 1994. In issue one, for instance, Tonto is referred 
to as “your [the Lone Ranger’s] Indian” (21) by a Sheriff. Tonto objects to this, becoming 
irritable. When the Lone Ranger attempts to calm Tonto down, the latter scorns the 
Ranger, ranting:  
Tonto: Of course, Kemosabe. Maybe when we talk I should use that “me 
Tonto” stuff, the way they write about me in the dime novels. You’d like 
that wouldn’t you? 
The Lone Ranger: Don’t be silly. 
Tonto: Ugh! Lone Ranger smart fella! Sure like’m being help big Lone 
Ranger faithful Injun companion! Him let me shine’m boots, sometimes! 
Play with’m revolvers! Wear’m hat if me good! Ugh! [sic] (Lansdale 22). 
As Westerns that draw on a legacy spanning the larger portion of the twentieth-century, 
The Lone Ranger texts of the 1990s and later years can be considered to be Neo-Classic 
Westerns under Kitses’ definition. Significantly, The Lone Ranger franchise retains its 
association with older ideas and established forms of the Western even as it criticizes 
them and their morality. The Lone Ranger and Tonto, the Dynamite comic series and the 
2013 film each depict Indian massacres in their narratives. Indeed, the Dynamite comic 
series vividly depicts an Indian massacre across six issues (seven through to twelve) in 
the 2012 “Native Ground” story. In a flashback that takes place prior to Tonto’s 
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partnership with the Lone Ranger, the Indian is depicted as a member of an unnamed 
tribe, much as in The Lone Ranger’s Companion Tonto. However, issues eight and nine 
depict Tonto as a survivor after the tribe is mistaken for renegades by the local cavalry 
and massacred. Reacting to the loss of his wife and son, Tonto revisits the violence on 
the soldiers – slaughtering all but one. The story of Tonto’s past concludes at this point, 
denying the absolute resolution to the issue of colonial expansion offered in The Lone 
Ranger’s Companion Tonto and other pre-1990s productions. Tonto is simply left, adrift 
until his meeting with the masked man as the character is depicted in the 2013 film and 
Topps comic series. The continued movement of Tonto in this respect is part of the 
changing image of the Indian, occurring parallel to the changing image of contemporary 
Native America (as discussed in the following chapter). The “patronizing tone” towards 
Native America with which Tonto has presented audiences of The Lone Ranger 
franchise’s earlier incarnations (Sheyahshe 45) thus can be understood as a reflection of 
the post-expansion framework of the United States. Tonto might, in this sense, be 
situated in “days gone by” of the nineteenth-century expanding United States 
(Sheyahshe 44). But Tonto represents simultaneously contemporary and archaic notions 
of triumphant settlement, functioning as an indicator to contemporary understandings 
of colonial issues.  
Narratives of The Lone Ranger franchise evoke the theme of Manifest Destiny as 
triumphant settlement. This is evident within The Lone Ranger franchise as a general 
concern with the expansion of the United States from 1933 through to 2013. The 
solutions rendered by the masked man are presented as benefiting all facets of the 
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Western community through resolving conflicts and hardship. Until the late twentieth-
century incarnations of The Lone Ranger franchise, the solutions rendered by the 
masked man and Tonto were absolute and absolutely effective. From the 1990s onwards 
the solutions rendered by the figure of the Lone Ranger aid in “building the West” only 
to a limited degree, benefiting particular facets of the Western community and resolving 
the symptoms of frontier conflicts and hardships but not the sources. Along with the 
masked man’s messianic qualities, the absolute nature of resolution is likewise lost. The 
basic function of Tonto as foil remains from 1933 through to 2013, but the nuances of 
that role change dramatically. By the 1990s Tonto has ceased to be an affirmation of 
Anglo-America and triumphant expansion, with the solutions Tonto helps the Lone 
Ranger to render ceasing to be effective. Instead, the solutions of the Lone Ranger 
address the symptoms of social discord and are instead generally detrimental to the 
Indian.   
 
 
 
240 
 
Chapter Seven: Tonto & Contemporary Society 
 
The development of Tonto in the early twenty-first-century incorporates colonial 
violence and acknowledges a limited degree of Anglo-American culpability regarding 
expansion. The 1960s and 1970s civil rights movement made the embattled citizenship 
of Native America public and the images that were produced parallel to activism 
employed contemporary subject matter. In The Lone Ranger franchise, following the 
1990s, Indians become embattled citizens inside a colonial system that is presented as 
problematic and abrasive. As an assimilated Indian, Tonto is situated on one side of a 
binary approach to the Indian by Anglo-America in productions of The Lone Ranger 
franchise that offers either assimilation or extermination. Aligned with assimilation, 
Tonto holds a position of privilege that is contrasted with the extermination of other 
Indians. By 2013 Tonto has no certain future through partnership to the masked man. 
Where the previous function of Tonto as foil highlighted the purported goodness of 
Anglo-America through the masked man, this has been wholly removed from the 
franchise. Instead, Tonto’s partnership to The Lone Ranger franchise becomes rooted in 
an assimilation that holds dire consequences for noncompliance. As the final chapter, 
chapter seven draws ideas from the disciplines of Native American Studies, post-
colonialism and genre theory. 
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The Post-Colonial Citizen 
 
By the 1990s, Tonto is a discernibly more colonized characterization. As Said asserts, the 
actual process of conquest and its administration after expansion is fraught with 
difficulties (Orientalism 33). Disenfranchisement creates a “reliance” on the colonizer by 
the colonized through the loss of traditional forms of lifestyle, economy and 
government, seeing the administration of the colonized population fraught with ethical 
dilemmas, financial problems, and questions of identity (Said, Orientalism 34). 
Moreover, Said argues that those government officials employed to address such issues 
are not “selfless administrators” (Said, Orientalism 33). Also addressing the problems of 
colonization and administration but focused on Native America specifically, Vine Deloria 
ascribes a “bicultural” existence to the indigenous cultures of the United States (Custer 
80). Vine Deloria defines the bicultural existence of Native America as lingering between 
shifting and uncertain paradoxical degrees of forced assimilation and imposed difference 
(Custer 80). Vine Deloria describes reservations at the time of writing (1969) Custer Died 
for Your Sins as suffering from “abject poverty”, which he asserts that the United States 
government had largely attributed to Native America themselves as “the failure of a 
warrior people to become domesticated” (Custer 91). Colonization and colonial 
administration is thus only ideal and easily resolved in narratives of its popular 
representation such as The Lone Ranger franchise. Actual colonization is coarse and 
fraught with ongoing difficulty, defined for Native America in the twentieth-century as 
being associated with ongoing struggles of identity and equity (detailed below). Some 
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small measure of the problems of colonialism and disenfranchisement themes 
eventually come to be articulated in The Lone Ranger texts as a highly mediated self-
acknowledgement of colonial guilt.  
 
The Vanishing Indian in the Twentieth-century 
 
In the twentieth-century, the Native American’s status within the United States became 
transformed from frontier enemy to citizen. The process itself proves to be a highly 
problematic one – beyond the scope of government and arching into questions of 
identity, equity and nationalism. Concerning the wider post-colonial movements of the 
1950s, Amritjit Singh and Peter Schmidt argue that a kinship of perspectives exists 
amongst those “forcibly enclosed within the borders of U.S. society to define its 
‘bottom,’ not its edges” (42).  Singh and Schmidt contrast African and Native Americans 
with Canadians and Mexicans, identifying the latter as people with other sovereignties 
(42). In doing so, Singh and Schmidt frame the United States as “the world’s first 
postcolonial and neo-colonial country”  and argue that narratives of colonial expansion 
inform the foundation of the United States “as an expanding nation” (5). Singh and 
Schmidt further situate Manifest Destiny as occupying a space between the older master 
narratives of the glorious and idealist Republic and its younger revisions on a specific 
chronological divide in the United States, that of the 1960s (6). They argue that where 
Turner’s binary frontier and ideas of triumphant settlement had provided the grand 
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narrative of the United States in the first half of the twentieth-century, a “democratic 
pluralism” of competing narratives characterizes the second half (Sign and Schmidt 6). 
Here they draw on Arthur M. Schlesinger’s notion of Manifest Destiny as a 
countermeasure to society becoming “uncertain and fragmented” (52). Schlesinger 
further argues that Manifest Destiny functioned as the “protective tissues” of the United 
States in the manner that monolithic Catholicism, supernaturalism, conservatism and 
limited social mobility did for Feudalism (Schlesinger 51). The style of industrial-
capitalism the United States engages with presents a narrative of individual 
accomplishment and ability, with achievements made by the citizen through their own 
“intelligence, character, ability, and ambition” (Schlesinger 9). Manifest Destiny 
articulated a series of patriotic ideas about colonial expansion, but not an indication of 
administration after colonization.   
In attempting the transformation of Native America from frontier enemy to integrated 
citizenry the United States had, to paraphrase Schlesinger, retrospectively violated the 
rights of its citizens as targets of extermination and expansion (43). Prior to this 
moment, the concept of national or colonial “guilt” had been lost in “fantasy” 
(Schlesinger 43) such as that of the myth of the “Wild West”. Through popularized 
national mythologies, accountability was dissociated from the outcomes of expansion. 
For a history steeped in an ideology of triumphant settlement and its Anglo-American 
republic of equal citizens, the question of guilt is a beleaguered one that casts doubt on 
the position of the citizen in the United States. In this regard, Singh and Schmidt argue 
that the civil rights movement and the acknowledgement of alternative narratives did 
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not eliminate the ideology but instead fragmented it, offering a “reinterpretation of its 
ideals” through “extending the possibility of full citizenship and upward mobility to all 
U.S. minorities” (Singh and Schmidt 9).  Through Tonto’s exemplary partnership, Lone 
Ranger narratives affirmed that upward mobility had already been extended to the 
Indian. 
Through assimilation it was suggested by government policy that a distinct Native 
America would simply vanish with the completion of Anglo-American expansion. Philip 
Deloria notes that the idea of a vanishing Native America was at work as early as the 
1829 to 1837 Presidency of Andrew Jackson (1767-1845) (Playing 64). Furthermore, 
Philip Deloria asserts that “popular American imagery” of the Indian worked in 
conjunction with the notion that “less advanced societies should disappear in the 
presence of those more advanced” (Playing 64). While largely attributed to the work of 
propagandists by Philip Deloria, the insistence “that real Indians were disappearing or 
had already vanished” to become indistinct from Anglo-America is an idea at work 
within Indian narratives (Playing 65). In The Lone Ranger texts, the vanishing Indian is at 
work in the pre-1990s incarnations of Tonto. An example is the manner in which the 
young, college educated Chief White Hawk teaches his tribe to farm a barren desert 
valley by irrigation on returning to the reservation in the 1956 television episode “White 
Hawk’s Decision”. In the episode, Tonto is explicitly part of the assimilation process 
through being identified as White Hawk’s predecessor as “you who helped us get this 
land”. But the tribe possess little ability to work the land before White Hawk’s arrival. 
Further, when White Hawk acquires the eager-to-learn Arrow Foot as his boy-assistant 
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the episode makes the process of assimilation clear. It begins with Tonto securing a 
place for the tribe in the United States and is carried on through subsequent generations 
integrating themselves into Anglo-America culture through education, industry and 
lifestyle. While the Indian articulates aspects of Native America, it does not reflect the 
political situation.  
Native America did not vanish but endures in the twenty-first-century as it did 
throughout the twentieth. The period of Native American political unrest in the 1960s 
and 1970s (discussed below) suggested that those quintessential ideals of upward 
mobility were simply not present in the then-contemporary United States or the 
historical period of expansion, to draw on the ideas of Shari M. Huhndorf (66). In an 
argument similar to that of Philip Deloria, Huhndorf asserts that the popular notions of 
United States expansion held the implication that “Anglo-American advancement made 
the Indians’ disappearance inevitable” (66), evident in the nation’s nineteenth-century 
expansion. The integration of Native Americans into the United States was to be 
achieved via processes such as legislation, treaty, the reservation system, federally 
mediated tribal government and boarding schools. With expansion completed in 1890, 
the lingering indigenous population presents one of a number of “problems raised by 
the diversity of population” within the United States (Huhndorf 25). These problems 
included the question of how “to reconcile a history marred by slavery and colonial 
violence, not to mention the advent of imperialism abroad in the 1890s, with the 
quintessentially ‘American’ ideals of freedom, equality, and democracy?” (Huhndorf 21-
2). Huhndorf’s question prompts the subject of guilt and the implication of Anglo-
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America as a perpetrator population. The closure of the frontier, in short, did not resolve 
issues of Native American integration into the United States but complicated them. 
Far more than a literary construct, the idea of the vanishing Indian was employed in 
government policy as much as in the Western genre. The linking of policy and popular 
representation drew on the concept of an agrarian frontier and empty wilderness, 
structuring the “settler invasion” of the growing United States and contrasting conquest 
with receding primitivism (Altenbernd and Young 6). Erik Altenbernd and Alex Trimble 
Young argue that the popular representations of this binary are ultimately “sanitized” 
through the process of “nation-building” and national mythology (6). However, the 
popular representation is also juxtaposed with the nineteenth-century expansion of the 
United States as a “Janus-faced” duality, a violent act of nation building on one hand and 
a stable expression of nationalism on the other (Altenbernd and Young 6). In this 
instance, “Turnerian frontier historiography” acts as a merger of the two and projects 
the popular depiction of expansion in the Western genre into the realm of historical 
study (Altenbernd and Young 7). Altenbernd and Young also reject the date of 1890 as a 
point of closure of the frontier, citing in this instance the rejection of Turner’s ideas by 
Richard White and Patricia Nelson Limerick (Altenbernd and Young 7-8). Assimilation as 
an “ultimate goal” of the expansion west took the form of paternalistic economic 
support, education programs, and bureaucratic oversight (White, Misfortune 117). But 
by the twentieth-century those measures had failed to achieve the transformation of the 
Native American lifestyle into an Anglo-American one. While the Reservation system and 
Bureau of Indian Affairs were designed as temporary and “would disappear as the 
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Indians assimilated and joined with the larger populations”, such measures endured into 
the twentieth-century (White, Misfortune 117). Native American citizenship thus 
disrupts the frontier binary and by extension the narrative of the west. Frontier violence, 
ritualized with the Western genre14 and other popular representations became “a 
matter of some awkwardness” when perpetrated on a fellow citizen (Limerick 71). 
Limerick further argues that the idea of a violent frontier involves a “curious politics” of 
identification within the late twentieth century (Limerick 71), avoided largely in Lone 
Ranger texts by situating the Outlaw as civilization’s enemy and Indian as acquired 
citizen. The archetypical divisions within the Western genre become unclear, indicating a 
broader obfuscation of civilization’s inherent goodness.  
The continuation of the colonizing apparatus further highlights the absence of 
assimilation in the foreseeable future of Native America. Attempts at integration did not 
see the disappearance of a distinct Native America, as shall be discussed below. Instead, 
attempted integration prompted the emergence and steady growth of “new identities 
and struggles” from the mixture of “new and old power relations” which Steven Robins, 
Andrea Cornwall and Bettina von Lieres position as a fundamental condition of 
citizenship for the post-colonized (1073).  Robins, Cornwall and Lieres draw on the 
defining characteristic of citizenship as active participation in the colonizing society 
(1072). Under their definition, dynamic activity within the contemporary colonizing 
society allows the individual citizen to engage with the government on a collective level 
– creating a relationship that is homogenized through interaction (Robins, Cornwall and 
                                                     
14
 Limerick is specifically discussing Disney’s Frontierland. 
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Lieres 1073). Nevertheless, throughout nineteenth and twentieth-centuries Native 
America was and continued to be conceived of as a foreign government by the United 
States. Through participation in a distinct aspect of the nation’s colonial activities as the 
colonized, the post-colonial citizen is made aware of their difference from the colonizer.  
 
Embattled Citizenship 
 
Native America inside the United States exists as an embattled form of citizenship which 
publicly contrasts with the myth of the “Wild West”. Since 1900, the Western had 
provided the only observation of Native America to the majority of audiences across the 
globe through the strained, imaginative, superficial and ambiguous depictions of the 
Indian (Strickland 24). Rennard Strickland draws a parallel between the image of the 
Indian in popular culture and the United States government’s management of Native 
America by arguing that “no other group than the Indian faces the precise situation in 
which their economic, political and cultural fate is so completely in the hands of others” 
(18). Arguing further that the Indian and colonial apparatus of the government are 
equally binding and distinct material outcomes of the same ideology, Strickland situates 
the Lone Ranger character as a “mythic, almost ageless” characterization of government 
policy (23). However, if Tonto and other Indian characters provided the only facsimile of 
lived Native American experience for the majority of audiences in the 1930s through to 
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the 1950s, the activism of the 1960s and 1970s presented a counter-narrative of a 
disenfranchised and dissatisfied Native America.  
The juxtaposition of popular image and political activism is illuminating. The activism and 
protest, government legislation and the Indian are all performances and languages of a 
sort – the means of defining and demarcating the idea of the colonized in different 
contexts and shifting through existing circumstances. Parallel to the Indian’s depiction as 
a past enemy turned acquired citizen in The Lone Ranger franchise, Native America 
became engaged in the United States economy through reliance of European wares and 
indoctrinated to Western culture through education. Within the popular imagery of the 
western United States, the Indian “could be appreciated as a remnant of vanquished and 
‘vanishing’ cultures that posed little threat to the hegemony of white civilization” (Steele 
46). The idea of contemporary Anglo-American identity depended on a historicized racial 
other, creating a sense of history and elitism for the “white, middle-class consumer” 
(Steele 47). Jeffery Steele notes that this treatment was somewhat unique to Native 
America, observing that while depictions of Indians often refer to “treaties and scenes of 
warfare”, those of African Americans, Irish, or Chinese characters are largely 
contemporary (48). While the Indian thus remained a figure of the past that is associated 
with the nineteenth-century, conquest and expansion of the United States, it emerged 
at a time when the conditions for Native Americans were “rapidly changing” with the 
decline of traditional lifestyle (Steele 45). Even as Tonto promised a future for Native 
America in the twentieth-century, by the time The Lone Ranger series premiered that 
promise had already failed to come to pass. 
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Whereas Tonto and other Indians were imagined as existing in the past, Native America 
was dwelling in a staunchly twentieth-century lifestyle. As Francis Paul Prucha argues, 
Native Americans’ political position as defined by their status as the colonized peoples of 
the United States, begun with paternalism but evolved into dependency (The Indian 55). 
Paternalism is defined by Prucha as a gradual “movement to acculturate, assimilate, and 
Americanize the Indians” and situated them within the pre-revolutionary British Colonies 
(The Indian 55). The attempt to bring Native Americans into the emerging United States 
was enacted through trade and reliance on European wares, war, reservation, treaty, 
and education (The Indian 8-25). War and treaty placed diverse peoples and distinct 
groupings into the common space of the reservation, creating “concentrated population 
masses, where schools and churches could flourish and where the agricultural skills that 
were needed for the transformation of the Indians into yeoman farmers could be 
taught” (Prucha, The Indian 44). The introduction of European wares slowly “changed 
from luxuries or novelties to absolute necessities” (Prucha, The Indian 37-8). Indeed, the 
gun came to supersede all traditional wares as a tool for hunting and war for indigenous 
North American cultures. Equally, the 1887 Dawes Act further divided communal 
reservations into private allotments (Prucha, The Indian 47-8). The aim of the Dawes Act 
was to create “self-supporting farmers and ranchers” (Prucha, The Indian 48). Prucha 
further argues: 
It seems clear that paternalism flourished through the decades because 
the Indians were in fact dependent and that they became more and more 
dependent as the nineteenth century unfolded, that their dependency 
called forth paternalistic responses on the part of the federal 
government, and that the paternalism in turn caused still further 
dependence. (Prucha, The Indian 28) 
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Paternalism flourished because the decline of traditional lifestyles brought about a 
general change to the conditions of Native American existence, creating a state of 
dependence. The state of dependence, from the 1900s to the 1920s, forms the second 
era of Native America’s political status within the United States as “political 
subordinate” and “economically dependent” (Prucha, The Indian 29). As the nineteenth-
century was drawing to a close, and the decline of traditional lifestyle for Native 
American’s was far-reaching, the reservation system required the United States 
government to make “provisions for health, schools, and management of Indian land 
and funds” (Prucha, The Indian 27). It became abundantly clear that Native American’s 
occupied an increasingly problematic position. If Westerns such as The Lone Ranger 
texts held that the Indian would prosper through assimilation in the twentieth-century, 
it is not a notion that can be paralleled or drawn from Native America. 
Native American dependency held its own implications of assimilation. Sharon O’Brien 
argues that legislative assimilation did not translate into citizenship for Native Americans 
at the onset of the twentieth-century (71). Rather, the Native American was seen to be 
legally aligned “not to the United States but to their tribe” as “members of a distinct and 
alien nation” as with Indian Country in the nineteenth-century (O’Brien 80). Agreement 
between a Native American group and the United States Government was an agreement 
between governments. Native Americans themselves were subject to the laws of the 
United States but were not its citizens. It is not until the Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 
that Native Americans became citizens of the United States. As compiled and edited by 
Charles J. Kappler in Indian Affairs: Laws and Treaties, the act states: 
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That all noncitizen Indians born within the territorial limits of the United 
States be, and they are hereby, declared to be citizens of the United 
States: Provided, That the granting of such citizenship shall not in any 
manner impair or otherwise affect the right of any Indian to tribal or 
other property. (Kappler 420). 
The Indian Citizenship Act of 1924 was followed closely by the Indian Reorganization Act 
of 1934. Under the auspices of Bureau of Indian Affairs Commissioner and 
anthropologist John Collier (1884-1968), the Act argued for a “bilateral relationship 
between federal governments and tribes” (O’Brien 82). This bilateral relationship would 
take the form of an economically sound and politically semi-autonomous series of Native 
American governments through the return of communal lands and indigenous self-
management. Criticised by O’Brien as producing “more harm than good”, the act lacked 
Native American input and “imposed an alien form of government on the tribal cultures” 
through the implementation of business cooperatives, legal codes, public works 
programs and agricultural funds (O’Brien 82). Moreover, whilst Native American 
reservations were permitted to vote for or against the act’s implementation, and the 
majority of votes “voted against the act”, abstentions were counted as being for the act 
(O’Brien 83). Far from equating to the simple and honoured assimilation of Tonto beside 
the Lone Ranger, the actual status of Native American citizenship and engagement with 
the United States was complex and imposed by the latter.  
The idea of an independent series of Native American tribal governments rather than a 
neatly assimilated indigenous population grew in policy. Regarding the formation of 
independent Native American governments, the prevailing attitude of the United States 
government was to resolve Native American issues. Indeed, government initiated 
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attempts to terminate relations with reservations and tribes is seen by Allen as the 
prevailing theme for Native American policy during the 1950s: 
At home in the United States, the 1950s are most remembered as 
the beginning of the Civil Rights movement, but also the beginning 
of the era of the termination of federally protected tribal status for 
a number of American-Indian nations and the beginning of the era 
of the relocation from reservations to urban centres for an even 
greater number of American-Indian individuals and families. In 
addition, the 1950s comprised the first decade of operation of the 
Indian Claims Commission (ICC). Although it is less well 
remembered in contemporary accounts of the period than other 
federal programs, the ICC had a profound effect on the exercise of 
American-Indian sovereignty, especially for those tribes who lived 
on western reservations and who continued to loom large in the 
dominant culture’s imagination and popular media. 
With the passage of the Indian Claims Commission Act in 1946, for 
the first time American-Indian nations were allowed to sue the 
federal government for treaty violations and other forms of fraud 
or misconduct. … (Allen, “Tonto” 143-4). 
The parallel between the claims commission, the subsequent period of activism and the 
post-1960s interpretation of Tonto is not lost on Allen. He argues that during this time 
Tonto acted metaphorically as a “popular public transcript of dominant US fantasies 
about both historical and ongoing Indian–white and Indian-US relations”, reflecting the 
general public mindset that Native Americans had been or were in the process of joining 
the United States (Allen, “Tonto” 146-7). Allen further argues that The Lone Ranger 
franchise acknowledges “some level of white guilt over the history of US–Indian 
relations, especially over a history of excessive violence” by virtue of its positioning of 
the Indian as past foe turned acquired citizen (“Tonto” 147). In acknowledging some 
level of Anglo-American guilt, while The Lone Ranger narratives are “‘about’ nineteenth-
century US western history” in a fictional sense they are also “a popular commentary on 
 
 
 
254 
 
contemporary domestic and international ‘frontiers,’” for the United States during the 
1950s (Allen “Tonto” 147). Allen thus situates the franchise as reflecting the 
governmental conception of Native Americans at the time as a self-managing, self-
regulating series of “cultural and political systems” quietly reaping the benefits of 
integration with the United States (“Tonto” 147). In this sense, Allen reads Tonto 
reflectively of United States policy regarding Native America in the 1950s. 
Tonto presented a popular and constructed image. But the Indian Claims Commission 
arrived at a time in which “Native and non-Native people were in the midst of a 
tremendous diversity of ongoing struggles” for equity of identity, politics and economy 
(Cobb, “Continuing” 63). In particular, while certain aspects of traditional lifestyle such 
as fishing and hunting were protected by treaty, the restriction of Native Americans to 
reservations extended state jurisdiction over these seasonal and geographically 
circumstantial activities. These remnants of traditional lifestyle endured as “family and 
community traditions” (Cobb, “Continuing” 63). But participation in hunting and fishing 
off reservation land, without state licences, out of designated seasons and using 
traditional equipment (nets over a rod and reel, for instance) deemed illegal beyond the 
boundaries of the reservation met with legal complication (Cobb, “Continuing” 63; 
O’Brien 285-6). In effect, every day practices were transformed into “everyday acts of 
defiance” (Cobb, “Continuing” 63).  Amidst the “continuing encounters” of traditional 
lifestyle and government authority, Cobb argues that “historians often refer to the 1960s 
as the ‘beginning’ of the tribal self-determination era” with a surge in activism 
(“Continuing” 63, 66). The idea of Native American self-determination held an 
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“expansive definition” that generally refers to active indigenous involvement “in the 
political life of their communities” (Cobb, “Continuing” 64). Simultaneously, the 
introduction of Post-Colonialism on a global level provided a network and vocabulary for 
Native American reformers. The concept of a simple and smooth assimilation for Native 
Americans in the twentieth-century was thus, by the 1960s, mired in cultural and 
political struggle and conflict in practice. 
There exists a particular action and trajectory to the activism seen in the 1960s and 
1970s that foreshadows developments in Tonto’s characterization. In 1961 “five 
hundred Indians representing sixty-seven tribes met at the University of Chicago and 
adopted a Declaration of Indian Purpose” at the American Indian Chicago Conference 
(O’Brien 87). Declaration stressed throughout the Native American’s right to choose 
their way of life (O’Brien 87). The Declaration of Indian Purpose itself was modelled from 
“a United Nations proclamation that the 1960s would be the ‘Decade of Development’” 
for the second and third worlds (Cobb, “Talking” 166). From the Chicago Conference and 
its aftermath several Native American activist groups were founded: the National Indian 
Youth Council in 1961, the Survival of American Indians Association in 1964, Alaska 
Native Federation in 1966 and American Indian Movement (AIM) in 1968 (O’Brien 87). 
Noting the wealth of Native American activism emerging from the Chicago conference, 
Sharon O’Brien frames the 1960s and 1970s as a period of “Indian militancy in the 
United States” and the beginning of political self-determination (87). While in no way 
related directly to developments in Tonto’s characterization, Native American activism in 
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the 1960s and 1970s does develop parallel to changes in the “faithful Indian 
companion”. 
AIM proved to be the most publicly known of the activist groups noted above. A strong 
and active advocate of Indian militancy, AIM drew media attention through the threat of 
violence (O’Brien 87). O’Brien ominously outlines that under AIM “Indian militants 
staged demonstrations, take-overs, and sit-ins” across the United States and several key 
events established the organization within the public mindset (87). In 1972 AIM and 
other activist groups undertook the Trail of Broken Treaties, “a caravan of Indian 
protesters”, arriving in Washington, D.C. just prior to the November election (Prucha, 
The Indian 82). Demanding tribal sovereignty and the enforcement of treaty assured 
rights, AIM was largely ignored by the federal government. In response, the organization 
“seized the Bureau of Indian Affairs headquarters building on Constitution Avenue” 
(Prucha, The Indian 82).  The events of the Bureau of Indian Affairs headquarters was 
followed by the seizure of Wounded Knee in South Dakota in 1973. The choice of 
Wounded Knee holds a significant place in the history of United States’ westward 
expansion. It is long associated with the final and most controversial act of the frontier, 
the Wounded Knee Massacre (1890). Prucha additionally notes that “Wounded Knee 
had also become a household word as a result of Dee Brown’s best-selling Bury My 
Heart at Wounded Knee, published 1971” (The Indian 83). The result of the Wounded 
Knee seizure was a “lengthy standoff with the FBI that threatened to turn into a 
bloodbath” with an armed intervention (Prucha, The Indian 83). During the standoff, 
AIM “staged effective media presentations” that brought the uncertain status of Native 
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American citizens within the United States to public attention (Prucha, The Indian 83). 
Further attention was unintentionally garnered in 1975 with an exchange of gunfire 
between AIM members and two Federal Bureau of Investigation agents on the Pine 
Ridge Reservation, resulting in the death of the latter (Trimbach and Trimbach 327-333).  
Throughout the 1970s AIM projected a public presence of Native American militancy. 
The events of the Bureau of Indian Affairs seizure, Wounded Knee and the Pine Ridge 
shootings along with the general milieu of the United States civil rights struggles 
contributed to an “atmosphere of tension and concern” (Prucha, The Indian 83). In this 
atmosphere, AIM and Native American activism in general was established as a then-
prevalent and assertive force. Within the shadow of protests and activism along with the 
civil rights and post-colonial movements in general, Prucha further asserts that the 
“once-popular” image of the Indian no longer held esteem (The Indian 2) – alluding to 
the integrated Indian-as-alternative society of the Revisionist Western. The rise of Native 
American militant activism and the emergence of a revised Indian character type 
constituted a parallel in the popular mindset, with the latter drawing on particular 
aspects of the former. As has been previously discussed, the formation of the Indian was 
in part preoccupied with establishing the United States’ national identity. 
Fundamentally, however, the act of protest inserted the idea of the Indian into a 
contemporary experience of Anglo-America in a manner that had not existed since the 
nineteenth-century. Gleaned through the very public expression of Native American 
dissatisfaction, the 1970s held the impression of Native American and Anglo-American 
conflict that presented an alternative narrative of nineteenth-century expansion. 
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The vocal dissatisfaction of the minority highlights how inadequately addressed the 
post-colonial citizen was in the Anglo-American myth of the “Wild West”. Pointing to 
Indian characterizations such as the protagonists in Billy Jack (Laughlin 1971) and Johnny 
Firecloud (Castleman 1975), Jojola argues that “such activism did not escape the big 
screen” with a string of “Red Power” films (“Absurd” 13).  Speaking broadly of films at 
this time Ted Jojola draws a parallel between activism and on-screen action, adding that 
acts of protest “served to bring the attention of the modern Native’s plight to 
mainstream America” (“Absurd” 13). Such films, Jojola argues, attempted to reveal “the 
‘modern’ Indian-self” to audiences (“Absurd” 15). Both films, for instance, situate their 
Indian characters in the context of the 1970s. Both the eponymous characters of Billy 
and Johnny are Vietnam veterans. They are also the othered subjects of racial abuse by 
their local communities, which both Billy and Johnny struggle to live within. For Billy 
Jack, this means dwelling on the edge of the town in a hippie commune and school 
where he is a teacher. For Johnny, it means a series of beatings occurring across the first 
half of the film. Both characters eventually engage in violence as a means of solving their 
problems with Anglo-American society before finally making peace with the government 
– Billy through surrendering on his terms, Johnny by leaving town with the blessing of 
the closeted, homosexual Sheriff. Nonetheless, while each film centres on a present-day 
Indian, the characterizations remain linked to a popular culture industry “mired in 
mythmaking” by falling back on existing, recognizable Indian traits (Jojola, “Absurd” 18). 
When confronted by lawmen Billy retreats to an adobe mission on the local Reservation 
and vows to fight until the end. Johnny’s grandfather dresses in buckskin and speaks in 
broken English dialogue. While addressing questions of citizenship and identity 
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associated with the context of the 1960s and 1970s, Billy Jack and Johnny Firecloud 
struggle to articulate what a contemporary Indian characterization, precisely, is. 
 
Colonization and Citizenship in The Lone Ranger 
 
Tonto is an implied citizen. The status of Tonto as a citizen had always been implied but 
never overtly discussed in The Lone Ranger texts, leaving the exact details of Tonto’s 
legal position under the United States government vague. But neither has the franchise 
overtly discussed the nature of the masked man’s citizenship as an Anglo-American or 
persona non grata due John Reid’s status of being legally dead. Rather, the franchise 
implies that all persons dwelling on its frontier are citizens, while also suggesting 
different demographics of citizen.  In Dubois’ 1936 novel, The Lone Ranger, Tonto is 
described as an “American” of “such different race and culture” to the Anglo-American 
characters (207). However, the novel also presents Tonto as being partially-Indian, 
partially Anglo-American and occupying a liminal racial status. Depictions of Tonto as a 
“half-breed” (Dubois 9) are uncommon within The Lone Ranger texts, and Westerns in 
general “half-breed characters were usually portrayed either as tragic or as 
untrustworthy” being “neither fish nor fowl” but “singled out for a special brand of 
ignominy” (Fitzgerald, Native 9, 36). Tonto is seldom characterized in this fashion but 
Dubois’ conception of Tonto as a different style of United States citizen is largely 
consistent with the franchise as a whole. Indeed, the idea of demographics of citizen is 
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further implied by the presence of Mexicans who are depicted throughout the franchise 
dwelling on the fringes of Anglo-American society, as ranchers in narratives like the 1938 
radio episode “Revenge for Mendoza” or as Catholic monks associated with the Spanish 
Missions in the 1956 television episode “The Cross of Santo Domingo”. The frontier as 
depicted in The Lone Ranger texts featured a variety of citizen demographics.   
The implication of Tonto’s citizenship within The Lone Ranger franchise does not alter 
following the years of the Native American activism, but continues in a similar fashion to 
previous eras in the 1960s and beyond. For instance, the idea of the Anglo-American 
township remains in the 2003 television movie, with the film’s opening montage of a 
fictionalized nineteenth-century city of Dallas featuring an exclusively white cast. 
However, the film also depicts Tonto and other Indians along with African Americans 
dwelling as satellite societies of the township, protected by the Texas Rangers identically 
to the Anglo-American citizens of Dallas. In a similar fashion, issue eleven (2013) of 
Dynamite’s second volume of The Lone Ranger comic series depicts a Mormon fort in 
the wilderness between a township and Indian tribal lands. Holding dealings with both 
town and Indian, the fort itself is depicted as a small self-contained settlement that is 
distinct in the landscape, positing Mormons as a demographic subcategory of citizen. 
Citizenship within The Lone Ranger franchise is implied and vaguely utilitarian, extended 
to all human subjects of frontier as distinct demographics.  
As a citizen, the assimilation associated with Tonto and its similarly to a parable within 
The Lone Ranger franchise does not demonstrate Indian inequality parallel to or 
immediately following acts of Native American activism. Rather, from 1960s through to 
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the 1990s Tonto has contrasted treatment as an Indian with positions of respect and 
authority. For instance, in “The Renegade” (a 1980 episode of The New Adventures of 
the Lone Ranger), Tonto smoothly produces a gold-star badge and announces his status 
as an “honorary deputy sheriff of the Moshome tribe” to the United States cavalry 
commander who is trespassing with his troop on a Navaho reservation. In response, the 
commander stresses the cavalry’s reason for trespassing, the pursuit of an Indian 
criminal who stole candy from the near-by fort’s candy-store. However, Tonto is clear 
with the commander that he has “the authority to ask you to leave”, explaining that the 
presence of non-Indian military and law enforcement personnel on the reservation 
violates the Navaho’s treaty with the government. While paying lip service to inequality 
through references such as the reservation, Tonto stresses inclusiveness by acting with 
authority (in roles that vary by production) in the Indian society through his position as a 
lawman in the Anglo-American society.  
The characterization of Tonto as an Indian with authority positions the character as 
regulator and “native enforcer” who actively endorses the Anglo-American system and 
benefits from it by holding a position of prominence in both societies (Fitzgerald 
“Evolutionary” 380). In this way, The Lone Ranger franchise does not actively discard the 
colonial ethos of earlier productive periods (the 1930s through 1950s) for Tonto but 
instead disguises it through concealing what Fanon calls the active representations of 
division such as law, order and their enforcers behind an Indian figure (Wretched 3). 
Tonto’s development from apprentice to active participant in Anglo-American society is 
a movement in status associated with the character as an intelligent Indian following the 
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1950s. It is further contrasted with other Indian characters by his authority, creating a 
characterization that promotes and awards status selectively. Tonto’s status as an Indian 
enforcer praises and encourages audience identification with the character through 
Tonto’s adherence to one abstract set of moralities and ideals (Anglo-American) over 
another (that of his own colonized people) (Fanon, Wretched 9). Throughout The Lone 
Ranger franchise Tonto remains an Indian in effect, but one that is rewarded and 
empowered with authority for his assimilation.  
The development of Tonto’s characterization occurs slowly, as part of a prolonged series 
of franchise and genre developments. Regardless of Native American citizenship and 
activism during the 1960s and 1970s, Tonto in the concurrent period of The Lone Ranger 
franchise is not an embattled citizen. Rather, the character has, through varying degrees 
of “mediation and recognition”, been admitted to a “human reality” (Fanon, Black Skin 
217) in which he functions as an implied citizen and representative of the government’s 
power. In establishing this assertion, Fanon draws on G. W. F. Hegel’s master–slave 
dialectic. Hegel notes that the individual’s self-consciousness exists “only by being 
acknowledged or ‘recognized’” by another (104). In Fanon’s assessment of Hegel’s 
theory, by “mutually recognizing one another”, the colonizer and colonized each helps 
to establish the others identity, willingly or unwittingly (Hegel qtd. in Fanon, Black Skin 
217; Hegel 106). In this situation, “the master is the consciousness that exists for itself” 
and “keeps the bondsman in thrall”, mediating the latter’s identity and state of 
existence (Hegel 108-9). The manner in which Tonto works for the expansion of Anglo-
American society as a means of establishing himself within it highlights the character’s 
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colonized mindset. An example is Tonto’s pursuit of the mysterious criminal Black Arrow 
for seemingly no other reason than the extension of the masked man’s mission, framing 
Tonto as an extension of the masked man himself in the 1966 animated series episode 
“Black Arrow”. While the perplexed settler states that “this ain’t your fight, Tonto” the 
“faithful Indian companion” asserts that a criminal’s presence “makes it my [Tonto’s] 
fight”. Embodying the masked man’s mission, the approach for the colonized is one of 
dependency wherein they are reliant on the colonized for their identity, either awarded 
for service or asserted through racial conflict (Fanon, Black Skin 217). And indeed, Tonto 
is the former with the character’s status asserted through proximity to the masked man. 
As in earlier periods, Tonto continues to display the characteristics of an intelligent 
Indian. However in this later period he is also awarded status and badges of office as an 
honorary Anglo-American which accentuates the accomplishments of integration and 
assimilation.   
Prior to the 1990s, The Lone Ranger texts held the implication that the social mobility 
demonstrated in Tonto had been extended to Native America. The depiction of social 
mobile Indians such as Tonto arises with the outlook of the colonizer and outside the 
Native American perspective, much as the Indian in general does. While exemplary, 
Tonto’s assimilation is also ironic and paradoxical in that the character never ceases to 
be identified as Indian. As an apprentice Anglo-American and Indian regulator of United 
States law, colonial characterizations such as Tonto can be understood to manifest the 
desired outcome of the mid-twentieth-century Native American struggle to answer the 
questions of economic, social and cultural equity from the perspective of Anglo-America. 
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Indeed, David McDonald’s short story in The Lone Ranger Chronicles, “Reflections in a 
Silver Mirror”, characterizes Tonto with the traits of an educated gentleman. The 
narrative presents Tonto as knowing “medicine” in an Anglo-American sense, not simply 
Indian herbs or basic first aid (McDonald 215). Tonto is also shown to be both polite and 
witty. When complimented for his rescue of an outlaw’s hostage with broken English by 
a bigoted Anglo-American – “you, very brave man. Save girl, good job” – Tonto responds: 
“Why, that’s very kind of you to say, Mr. Grant, much obliged” (McDonald 221). This 
image of Tonto as an upwardly-mobile Indian is ambiguously related to the idea of 
integrated citizenship in any meaningful way. As colonial idealism, it is a representation 
that does not capture “entirely the thing itself, but perhaps a caricature” of it (Said, 
Culture 22). The colonial characterization bears “an uncomfortable resemblance” to the 
identity struggles of the mid-twentieth-century through addressing the lingering 
“domestic traumas” and “public anguish” (Said, Culture 21-2). Much like the general 
characterization of the Indian, as Said illustrates, the familiarity of this dilemma for many 
colonial subjects is a concern with not only “what is said but also in how it is said, by 
whom, where, and for whom” (Culture 21). Social mobility is part of the implication of 
Tonto as a citizen. It is one that contrasts sharply with the vocal dissatisfaction of Native 
America during the 1960s and 1970s.  
The sentiment of Tonto as an upwardly mobile Indian is ultimately a flattering national 
utilitarianism that is sympathetic to the United States’ history and ideology that typifies 
the pre-1990s productions of The Lone Ranger franchise. A pan-United States ethos is 
evident in the 1955 television episode, “One Nation Indivisible” through a narrative in 
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which “a northerner, a masked man and an Indian all risked their lives for two 
southerners” – brothers Brad and Jeff Stanton who are framed by a dishonest banker 
who exploits anti-Confederate sentiment after the Civil War. The masked man corrects 
the brothers, claiming that “the word is ‘Americans’” in reference to the assembled 
people. The Lone Ranger franchise frames the United Sates as gracious victor of 
expansion and war. The state of graciousness attributed to the colonizer renders them 
the most contentious aspect of the parallel between post-colonial, civil rights activism 
and the colonial characterization. After all, as Said asks sarcastically and rhetorically, 
“was it not true [...] that ‘we’ [the colonizer] had given ‘them’ [the colonized] progress 
and modernization?” (Culture 22). The Lone Ranger and Tonto’s partnership in 
productions from 1933 until 1981 might have presented what was thought to be a 
working model of race relations. But it was a model of race relations that was also lost in 
“sheer historical momentum” of the colonial mythology (Said, Culture 23), in this 
instance the “Wild West”.  The mythology was ultimately flattering to the sensibilities of 
the colonizer and specifically the idea of Anglo-America carried therein for the United 
States.  
 
Marginalization 
 
The characterization of the Indian has undergone adjustment during the period of Native 
American self-determination. As a characterization lodged within the conventions of 
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genre, however, the Indian did not undergo reinvention. Even as the Native American 
activism was at its height, Kilpatrick notes, in popular culture “Indians were seen as not 
only poor and oppressed but also mystical and natural” (71). Parallel to militancy, 
protest and activism, the Indian operated as idealist but ultimately “sympathetic 
subjects” that recycled the concept of the Noble Savage providing both a critique and 
alternative to Anglo-America (Kilpatrick 71). Kilpatrick asserts that filmmakers used 
“sympathy toward and notoriety of the Native American to entertain” rather than make 
a direct statement or commentary on marginalization or inequality (77). For Kilpatrick 
Westerns that followed after the Classic period were produced after “a time when 
growing proportion of the viewing [United States] audience was predisposed to think of 
Native Americans as twentieth-century American citizens” following the Native 
American activism of the 1960s and 1970s (77). The idea of Tonto as a different 
demographic of citizen from Anglo-American characters did not change following the 
protest movement. But difference itself did become more explicit as the Western genre 
incorporated disenfranchisement and governmental abuse in a fashion that expanded 
with the genre’s development (Kilpatrick 101-3). While Tonto as an Indian is implied as a 
distinct demographic of citizen, not all demographics within The Lone Ranger narratives 
of the 1990s and beyond are characterized with identical degrees of privilege. 
Governmental failure is a typical theme in The Lone Ranger franchise following the 
1990s. The 2012 Dynamite Entertainment limited comic book series, The Lone Ranger: 
Snake of Iron, is typical in this instance. Within this series, Tonto finds himself trapped 
on an ambushed train, besieged by a Kiowa leader attempting to rescue his kidnapped 
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son, who has been forcibly enrolled in an eastern boarding school by overzealous Indian 
Agents. However, the matter is complicated when Tonto learns the Kiowa child died in 
the care of the Indian Agents and a Comanche boy has been taken in his place. Soon the 
situation becomes dire as the Comanche join the siege. While the Lone Ranger 
eventually arrives with the cavalry, he does not resolve the injustice dealt to the two 
Indian fathers. Rather the Kiowa are returned to the reservation and the Comanche are 
pursued by the cavalry to an unspecified fate. Nor is the questionable Indian Agent 
brought to justice, having been killed during the siege. In Snake of Iron the government 
is portrayed not simply as aggressive in the broad sense of expansion, but on the 
personal level of kidnapping and, moreover, in a bumbling, and ultimately destructive 
fashion. Within The Lone Ranger texts of the 1990s and beyond, the idea of conquest is 
presented with consequences more explicit than in previous productive eras.  
A distinct characterization of Tonto is produced in the 1990s with the addition of violent 
conquest. The theme of conquest can be considered a precise aspect of the Western 
genre in that it mirrors ideology by positioning the Indian’s presence as the enemy of 
expansion. This much is asserted by Kilpatrick in arguing that the Western has a degree 
of accuracy displaying not the literal or precise history of the United States but instead 
the “mental gymnastics” of ideology (42): the conception of a land being simultaneously 
and paradoxically empty and inhabited. The Western’s portrayal of the United States 
casts the landscape as a “historyless land” and thus frames Anglo-American settlement 
as providing not only a population, but a history and culture as well (Kilpatrick 42). Even 
in Westerns set in periods other than the nineteenth-century, the Indian’s beginnings 
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and history are defined through colonization and expansion. Jason Aaron and illustrator 
R. M. Guéra’s crime-Western comic series, Scalped, is set on a reservation in the early 
2000s and presents organized crime as the only solution to post-colonial 
disenfranchisement. Conversely, the colonies on the planet New Texas in BraveStarr are 
protected by an Indian Marshal, but their origins lie with a mineral rush following the 
discovery of Kerium, a “precious ore”. The continuing use of colonized contexts for 
narratives about the Indian beyond the nineteenth-century and the western United 
State does not simply see the myth of the “Wild West” obscure Native American legacies 
and influences from the same time period. Rather, the Native American legacy is not 
considered and the landscape itself is depicted within the Western genre as a land in 
which Anglo-Americans could establish a deep and spiritual connection, as its owner and 
protector (Kilpatrick 45). The Western positions the Indian as a foreign and othered 
inhabitant of what is essentially constructed as an Anglo-American landscape.  
In The Lone Ranger texts of the 1990s onwards the Indian would assimilate or else suffer 
extermination, being forcibly and violently vanished. There is something of an 
“alternation between archetypes” within the late twentieth-century depiction of the 
Indian (Bird, “Indian” 248). This alternation contrasts the idea of the vanishing Indian 
with the deconstructed outspokenness of the Revisionist Western through features such 
as genocide. Within examples of the Western as a whole there is an exploration of 
“White guilt” with Anglo-America positioned as perpetrators of Indian extermination 
(Bird, “Indian” 258). The contrast of Tonto’s survival and prosperity in disparity with 
dying, massacred or disenfranchised tribes highlights the role of Anglo-America as a 
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perpetrator population in The Lone Ranger franchise. However, these narratives can also 
be seen as a self-critique, originating from inside Anglo-America that ultimately “allows 
White audiences to see the destruction of Indian culture as both inevitable and as 
somehow accidental” through the political and industrial pressures of nineteenth-
century frontier life (Bird, “Indian” 258). Tonto thus might describe the decimated Indian 
population of North America as ghosts that “ride with frozen thunder across the black 
sky forest, the way they once rode across the trails and plains” (Hopkins, Vendetta 15) in 
the 2012 novel, The Lone Ranger: Vendetta. But it is not the expansion of Anglo-America 
that caused their decline. Rather Tonto recounts that “the world closed in on them [the 
Indian] and now they are nearly gone” (Hopkins, Vendetta 15), implying no specific hand 
in the Indian’s destruction but instead abstract concepts such as progress and 
modernity. For Bird the paradoxical labelling and assuaging of colonial guilt towards and 
from Anglo-America suggests that the loss of traditional lifestyle and the embattled 
citizenship of the twentieth-century are inevitable (Bird “Indian” 251). After all, Tonto 
and more importantly the heroic masked rider of the plains with his hidden fortune, 
fantastic weaponry and skills could not stop the Indian’s decline. In The Lone Ranger 
texts following the 1990s, the portrayal of the decline of Indian populations and 
independence as an inevitable accident takes the form of Anglo-American perpetrators 
that are paradoxically responsible and innocent. 
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Violence and Culpability 
 
The Lone Ranger franchise has always featured violence. This is typically in the form of 
gunplay, shootouts, and personal combat between the masked man, Tonto and their 
outlaw foes. Much of the franchise presents this violence with the posture of non-
lethality and innocence. For instance, the tendency of the masked man to miraculously 
disarm an opponent with an expert shot is presented within the franchise from 1933 
through to 2013. The 1938 radio episode, “The Border Rustlers”, is thus typical of the 
franchise seeing an outlaw cry “ouch! My hand!” after the Lone Ranger is forced to 
return fire, signifying that the criminal has merely lost his weapon and is not mortally 
injured. The use of marksmanship in The Lone Ranger franchise provides the masked 
man with a “mercy gun” that renders opponents instantly harmless (Stedman, Serials 
175). It is this form of nonlethal combat that allows the masked man to engage in 
violence without consequence. Indeed, very strict boundaries regarding the nature of 
violence are evident in the franchise. Killing is avoided by the masked man and Tonto 
throughout The Lone Ranger narratives and only advocated in the legal or incidental 
sense. Numerous outlaws throughout the franchise are sentenced to hang, such as 
Slocum and his hidden outlaw gang in the magazine prose “The Cave of Terror” (Striker, 
Magazine 216; vol 3). Much like the death sentence, an outlaw’s death as a result of 
their own actions is likewise acceptable. When Texas Ranger turned outlaw, Burl 
Taggard, tries to lure the Lone Ranger and Tonto into an ambush in “Retribution at the 
Moon of the New Grass”, a short story by Kent Conwell in The Lone Ranger Chronicles, 
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the masked man and Tonto stampede buffalo through the narrow pass to provide cover 
(Conwell 63). The manoeuvre is successful, but the herd additionally tramples Taggard’s 
men hiding in the pass. In this fashion, violence throughout The Lone Ranger franchise 
occurs within “certain moral boundaries”, established by the masked man (Dorfman 89). 
The Lone Ranger collaborates with the recognized authorities, such as the Judge and 
executor in the case of killing, to define certain types and degrees of action as 
acceptable (Dorfman 89). Furthermore, much like the Judge and the executioner, the 
cavalry is constructed in The Lone Ranger texts as holding government authority to kill, 
albeit only under particular circumstances. The June 1952 issue of Dell’s The Lone 
Ranger depicts Indians receiving firearms from Anglo-American gunrunners which are 
used to launch raids on settlers. In this instance, the cavalry first investigates with the 
Lone Ranger and then launches military action.  Violence and killing in The Lone Ranger 
franchise is constructed as permissible only inside the specified boundaries of the law.  
Colonial violence is in the past in The Lone Ranger productions. However, it is still 
present through reminders contained within individual narratives. An example is the old 
wagon wheel embedded into the roadside bearing the sign “Pilgrim Crossing” with the 
subtext “site of the 1854 massacre” in the 1956 film. The 1956 film is typical of The Lone 
Ranger narratives prior to the 1960s in that it alludes vaguely to race-based frontier 
conflict in the past without details such as who committed the massacre, why or against 
whom leaving contemporary violence between Indians and Anglo-Americans to the 
domain of the outlaw. Later examples of The Lone Ranger are far more explicit. For 
instance, Topp’s The Lone Ranger and Tonto, the Dynamite comic series and 2013 film 
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each depict Indian massacres involving Tonto as a victim and figures of United States 
authority as perpetrators: Sheriff Barrett in the 1994 series, the cavalry in the latter. This 
style of violence punctuates the colonial world, to paraphrase Fanon (Wretched 5). The 
explicit depiction of violence against the Indian removes the vague quality from the past 
conflicts. It illustrates how the “social fabric” of Indian society was “demolished” by the 
colonizer (Fanon, Wretched 6). Depicting the explicit violence of the colonizer’s victory 
over the colonized also sees The Lone Ranger franchise carrying “an all-white truth” to 
“the savages” (Fanon, Black Skin 147) that the Indian is inferior to the Anglo-American, 
established by their loss on the field of battle. Jaclyn Kilpatrick likewise writes about the 
use of race orientated violence in the Western. In doing so, Kilpatrick stresses that the 
message of violence is not “about Indian and white relations” but rather serves to 
establish the plot, setting and moral of the text much as history is employed within the 
Western genre in general (78). Appropriately then, the ideas circulating around frontier 
violence are also paradoxical and this paradox is seen in The Lone Ranger franchise.  
On one hand, the perpetrators of violence against the Indian are individuals such as 
Sheriff Barrett, Captain Fuller (2013) or the unnamed Cavalry officer in the Dynamite 
series along with their accompanying troops. Though their respective actions were 
sanctioned by the government, the onscreen depiction through the work of individual 
characters places brutal results of military action by the United States “into the category 
of insanity”, implying no sane person would commit such an atrocity (Kilpatrick 78). The 
category of insanity is emphasized throughout The Lone Ranger franchise by the fact 
that Barrett and Fuller become outlaws within their respective narratives, abandoning 
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conventional Anglo-American society. Similarly, a single member of the unnamed cavalry 
troop in the Dynamite series is seen again in issue fourteen having become first a 
deserter, then a “saddle bum” and outlaw. In this regard, the violent extermination of 
the Indian is immoral in The Lone Ranger narratives and associated with the outlaw. The 
majority of Anglo-Americans within The Lone Ranger franchise are presented as “sane 
white people who would never do such a thing” as participate in indigenous 
extermination (Kilpatrick 78). But it occurred nonetheless, with no masked man, lawman 
or government watchdog present to bring aggressive military actions to a heel. Race-
based frontier violence in The Lone Ranger franchise is not presented as moral, but it is 
presented nonetheless. 
Colonial frontier violence does occur in The Lone Ranger franchise. While perpetrated by 
Anglo-American representatives of the government against Indians, frontier violence is 
not deemed moral. As Said notes, the government is a largely faceless entity embodied 
in objects such as the railway, hospital or school system, as much as it is personified 
through individuals such as the cavalry officer or sheriff (Culture 212). Classic stories of 
colonial adventure like those of Robinson Crusoe or early The Lone Ranger productions 
such as the radio series “invigorated authority” over colonized space for Said, and “stand 
guard over the imagination” of those who inhabit it (Culture 212). The depiction of 
violence against Tonto and other Indians in Lone Ranger texts during and after the 1990s 
is not a reflection of Native America. Rather, the presence of violence and blame in The 
Lone Ranger productions reflects the reconsideration of the myth of the “Wild West” 
that emerged parallel to the Native American self-determinism. It is illustrative of a 
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reconsideration of history, landscape and race relations. A similar pattern follows with 
the paradoxical admission and assuaging of Anglo-American culpability in the colonial 
process through individuals who are both endorsed by the government and cast out as 
outlaws. Colonial characterization under Said’s conception is not concerned with 
depicting the past sympathetically or negatively but sees purely “political use”, as he 
asserts elsewhere (Orientalism 96). Tonto as a subject of colonizing violence and the 
highly limited guilt of the Anglo-American individual inside the government certainly 
prompts questions of “innocence or guilt” on the part of the colonizing society (Said, 
Orientalism 96). But it can also be said that these questions are prompted by the 
colonizing society, pointing to an “unrest” surrounding “cultural, racial or historical 
generalizations” that are already present (Said, Orientalism 96). Moreover, such 
questions and the manner in which they are presented draw attention away from Tonto 
as a citizen and highlight his otherness as an Indian. Tonto’s otherness is further 
highlighted in relation to the nature of violence. That the masked man is also subject of 
violence is indisputable but the temperament of the hostility is quite distinct. The 
ambush narrative sees the masked man gunned down by outlaws. As with violence 
against Indians, the blame for the Texas Ranger massacre lies with an individual: Butch 
Cavendish. But within the ambush, the lines of morality and culpability are clear: The 
outlaws are dangerous criminals and it is the Texas Ranger’s duty to protect innocent 
citizens from the gang. For Tonto, the lines of morality and culpability are unclear with 
the culprits being individuals acting formerly inside government sanctions. 
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Prior notions of Indian characterization endure with Tonto. But where previously Tonto’s 
assimilation exemplified a promised bright future for the Indian, the only future 
promised by Tonto after the 1990s is one that is colonial. Tonto’s colonial future 
contrasts genocide and decimation of the traditional lifestyle with the character’s 
endurance through assimilation. The majority of the concluding twenty-fourth issue of 
Dynamite Entertainment’s second volume illustrates the decline of traditional Indian life, 
opening with a narrative in which the Lone Ranger and Tonto spend the hidden silver 
mine’s yield to supply a dying tribe with food following the government-supported 
decimation of the buffalo. The final pages of the issue offer a contrast with assimilation 
when Tonto is shown to be wealthy and married to Dan Reid’s widow, inheriting the 
then-departed Lone Ranger’s ranch. The marriage is described by the unseen narrator of 
the issue’s final pages as “notable” due to Tonto’s Indian status (Parks, Lone 21). The 
broad strokes of the depiction of Tonto as an Indian in The Lone Ranger productions in 
the late twentieth and early twenty-first-centuries remain unchanged as assimilation 
continues to offer a seemingly prosperous future. Extermination stands as the single 
consequences depicted for the failure and inability of the Indian to assimilate in contrast 
with productions of preceding decades. In productions prior to the 1990s, Tonto’s 
adherence to the Anglo-American justice system stemmed from faith that progress 
through triumphant settlement would equate with success. Indeed, 1957 television 
episode “The Courage of Tonto”, asserts that “the day will come all men of all races can 
be as good friends as Tonto and the Lone Ranger”. The “assimilation/annihilation” 
conundrum is a common one surrounding Indian characterizations in the twenty-first-
century (Kilpatrick 155). Moreover, the conundrum is one that focuses more on the how 
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and why of nineteenth-century United States expansion and Indian decline than it does 
on the outcomes of either event (Kilpatrick 120-1). Thus “there is no smoothing over of 
violence” directed at Indians within Westerns of the 1990s and beyond (Kilpatrick 169). 
Nor is there an exploration of consequences for colonial action. Rather, emphasis in The 
Lone Ranger franchise lies on the process of extermination much as the franchise 
emphasises the process of expansion. 
Narratives of The Lone Ranger reflect a Native America that did not simply vanish 
following the 1890 closure of the frontier. Rather, Native America instead became mired 
in government policy and post-colonization economic dependency. Attempts to aid 
integration and economic independence through citizenship and self-government 
attempted to resolve the problems of Native American dependency, resulting in the 
activisim of the 1960s and 1970s. Presented in the Western genre following this time, 
the Indian was also revised  from frontier foe to alternative, parallel society. However, 
the development of characterization did not alter the Indian as colonial characterization 
or denote the emergence of more accurate images of Native Americans inside popular 
culture. In the case of Tonto, and The Lone Ranger franchise’s positioning of the Indian 
as an acquired citizen, the character has ceased to offer an affirmation of Anglo-America 
and expansion.  Within the late twentieth-century, protest movements of the 1960s and 
1970s contrast sharply with the the promised idealist future for the Indian of preceding 
Lone Ranger productions. Tonto’s post-1990s incarnations thus appear in the wake of a 
radically reconsidered imagining of Native America after national civil rights and global 
post-colonial movements. As such Tonto has emerged as a manifestation of the colonial 
 
 
 
277 
 
harshness.  While Tonto’s role as foil of the Lone Ranger remains firmly in place, the 
previous function of the character to highlight the purported intrinsic goodness of Anglo-
America through the masked man is diminished in the franchise.  
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Conclusion 
 
Tonto has developed as foil to incorporate colonial violence, acknowledging a limited 
degree of Anglo-American culpability. Much as the Indian does in general, violence and 
culpability becomes more prevalent within the Revisionist Western, yet draws on the 
established misrepresentation that the Indian holds the substance of Native America. 
While The Lone Ranger narratives present Tonto in a formulaic role as foil from 1933 
through to 2013, the franchise’s development highlights the broad strokes of Indian 
characterization and genre. The connotations of Tonto’s colonized status come to 
occupy variable, changing forms even as the basic role of the character remains. The 
function of Tonto as foil in 1933 highlighted the purported virtues of Anglo-America, 
expansion and assimilation through the masked man. But Tonto’s partnership to the 
Lone Ranger in 2013 becomes rooted in an assimilation that holds negative 
consequences for noncompliance. Measured in terms of extermination, through the 
negative consequence of the Indian’s failure to assimilate, the characterization of Tonto 
has incorporated colonial violence. In 2013 Tonto’s characterization has developed to 
incorporate culpability, emerging as an Anglo-American construction self-critical of its 
creating culture albeit in a highly mediated fashion. 
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Retrospective 
 
As a living and ongoing media franchise, The Lone Ranger continues to be expanded. 
Indeed, during this research, further productions have appeared. Even after the release 
of the 2013 film, 2014 saw other Lone Ranger franchise productions in the form of the 
continuation of the second volume of the Dynamite comic series. There is potential to 
continue exploring The Lone Ranger franchise’s development in general and Tonto’s 
specifically through narrative production into the twenty-first-century with the addition 
of future instalments. In this web of intersecting elements that forms this franchise, 
productions do not simply appear on their release and fade once consumed. Nor is each 
equally consumed. Rather, some productions linger and endure, consumed over and 
again, as noted of the television series’ longevity and popularity in the form of reruns. 
Others appear briefly and fall into obscurity. Indeed, within the scope of this thesis the 
2003 television movie has not seen a commercial release since its original airing. Thus 
this study of The Lone Ranger franchise encompasses the popular and the unpopular, 
the common and the obscure as well as canonical works. In investigating and arguing for 
the development of Tonto, it is appropriate to discuss the variations in how the 
character has been characterized in different texts, as opposed to privileging a single 
narrative or productive period over another.  
Situating Tonto as part of the wider tradition of Western colonial narrative, the 
significance of this research exists in the longevity and continuing popularity of The Lone 
Ranger franchise. The lasting appropriation of Tonto as an emblem of colonization and 
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as an Indian within global popular culture Tonto thus forms an intriguing map of the 
development of colonial characterization. By focusing on a characterization that has 
been understood in a relatively limited way, the holistic approach of this thesis reflects 
and deepens the understanding of not only how Anglo-American and Native American 
identity has historically been manufactured and presented on a global level, but also 
how colonial characterization has changed. Investigating the history of developments in 
the characterization of Tonto in relation to the Indian helps in understanding the United 
States, its society and popular culture along with its relationship with Native America. 
Tonto has been discussed not as a racial caricature, social power construct or literary 
theme in isolation. Rather, social ideas of race, concepts of history, and their textual 
representation have been applied to gain an understanding of Tonto as part of an 
integrated whole. 
Tonto has remained a sidekick, foil and Indian throughout the Lone Ranger franchise. In 
any production Tonto is a textual construction. However, Tonto has often been 
constructed with the impression of an allegory to Native America by superficially 
articulating indigenous linguistics, cultural titles and individuals. From this standpoint, it 
is through Tonto that The Lone Ranger franchise most directly inherits the legacies of 
Christopher Columbus, Captain John Smith, and William “Buffalo Bill” Cody along with 
Dime Novels, Wild West Shows and early films. The act and depiction of colonialism 
forms The Lone Ranger’s foundations and most direct forbearers. Unlike The Lone 
Ranger franchise, however, the written experiences of Columbus and the presentation 
of Tȟatȟáŋka Íyotake in the Wild West Show were understood in the popular mindset 
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relative to contemporary colonial expansion. It is with the depiction of colonization that 
the impression of a link between Tonto and Native America begins, but The Lone Ranger 
texts also reveal its illusionary nature. The act of defining North and South America as 
distinct continents coincided with the questioning of Euro-Christian identity. The Indian 
emerging from that process was one drawn from and juxtaposed against the particular 
European notions of civilization. Constructed on the foundation of the colonial 
expansion and its depiction, Tonto is a characterization wholly related to Anglo-America 
and popular culture industries.  
Created in 1933, Tonto continues the process of Indian characterization that began with 
Columbus. While drawing on the foundation of colonialism, the Western genre’s 
depiction of the Indian is distinct from its predecessors by referring to past rather than 
concurrent depictions of expansion. In part, the ways in which the Western genre draws 
upon the past are due to the status of the myth granted by the reverence of the 
nineteenth-century expansion of the United States through Manifest Destiny. In part it is 
also due to the fact that Native America represents a contemporary contentious issue 
for the United States as a people who did not vanish through assimilation or 
extermination. As the latter became apparent through the rise of self-determinism in 
the 1960s and 1970s, the Western genre and its depiction of the Indian were revised. 
For the Classic Western the binaries of the frontier had been starkly defined. Anglo-
American society, the United States government, corporate entities, stability and the 
masked man himself represented civilization juxtaposed by the Indian and the absence 
of society or government, the wilderness, the outlaw, violence and chaos but not Tonto. 
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Rather, Tonto served as the figure removed from the wilderness and assimilated into 
civilization through service to the masked man. The Revisionist Western contains the 
same themes and binaries as its Classic predecessor, but the division is not starkly 
defined. The Indian is recast as an alternative society and the wilderness a place of 
purity, lending a cynical approach to expansion and absent of purported goodness 
attributed to Anglo-American society, the United States government and corporate 
entities. Tonto’s development as an Indian character can be understood in relation to 
the broader Western genre. 
The development of Tonto broadly reflects the development of the Western genre as a 
whole. As a Western, The Lone Ranger franchise has been persistent, and maintained a 
largely consistent format from 1933 through to 2013. The development of the Western 
genre from the Classic to Revisionist phases is contrasted for The Lone Ranger franchise 
with formulaic aspects of narrative and recurring motifs, such as Tonto. The Lone 
Ranger’s “faithful Indian companion” is a convention of the franchise in every era and 
production. However, the features that define Tonto as an Indian see varying degrees of 
importance and associated values as an expression of the myth of the “Wild West”. The 
initial means of characterizing Tonto as an Indian, broken English, is disused by the 
1960s and his association with buckskin clothing only appears sporadically within the 
franchise after this point. Kemo Sabe, tribalism and the casting of actors identified as 
Native American endure, however. Through The Lone Ranger narratives, Tonto is part of 
a consistent formula of shifting importance and values.   
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The enduring means of characterizing Tonto as an Indian are those that likewise evoke 
an allegory to and illusion of Native America. While Tonto may have met the masked 
man after a mining accident, as childhood friends or acted as the saviour of him as a 
single Texas Ranger following the ambush, the impression of allegory remains and 
constitutes the seemingly indispensable aspect of the character. The use of Native 
America sees Tonto extend the abstract, interpretive moral message of The Lone Ranger 
franchise to the audience – suggesting a sense of history, albeit a manufactured one. As 
an intelligent Indian, acquired citizen, apprentice Anglo-American and Indian regulator, 
the partnership of Tonto to the Lone Ranger occupies an instructional role with 
assimilation functioning as a central lesson, understood as a parable of racial interaction. 
There is idealism within Tonto and the masked man’s partnership during the early 
franchise productions. However, this does not continue after the era of the Revisionist 
Western, which recasts its Indian characters not as frontier enemies but as an 
alternative society tragically victimized by the expanding imperialist-industrial Anglo-
American government. Tonto’s construction can be understood similarly to an allegory 
of Native America, one whose assimilation acts as a parable of racial interaction.  
Tonto’s assimilation presents the character as an Indian in Anglo-American society 
following a period of triumphant settlement by the United States. The historical concept 
of Manifest Destiny had presented Native America as a homogenous foreign people in 
competition with the United States for the western reaches of North America. Within 
The Lone Ranger franchise, the Indian was illustrated as having lost this competition, 
being overtaken by an expanding United States and dwelling as an acquired citizen. But 
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The Lone Ranger franchise extends Manifest Destiny’s thought into the twentieth-
century.   Where Manifest Destiny did not address Native Americans in general, let alone 
after acquiring citizenship in 1924 but struggling with assimilation, The Lone Ranger 
franchise offered a solution to Indian citizenship in the form of Tonto’s exemplary 
assimilation. While Native Americans did not seamlessly integrate into the United States 
or otherwise embody the concept of the Vanishing Indian, Tonto presented the Indian a 
clear path and series of benefits through service to Anglo-American society. In the 
franchise Tonto is presented as an intelligent Indian, one who knows science and law, 
who can negotiate rationally with the Cavalry, who holds rank and position in both 
societies. Understood as parable and allegory, Tonto’s assimilation through service 
offered a moral message of racial interrelation for the Native American citizen of the 
United States. 
By the 1960s and 1970s, the concept of Tonto’s unquestioning service to the Lone 
Ranger was associated with the Classic Western. Previously, the path Tonto presented 
was clear: Position and respect follow intelligence. Intelligence, in turn, follows service. 
This aspect of Tonto did not immediately change after the Native American activism of 
the 1960s and 1970s. However, the period of self-determination presented the public a 
distinct and opposing image of Native America, one that stressed the continuing 
presence of indigenous North America and expressed dissatisfaction and inequity. Later, 
in the 1990s and early 2000s, extermination is compared to service as an equally likely 
outcome of the United States expansion. Tonto is defined in the 1990s and beyond, not 
only as an intelligent Indian, apprentice Anglo-American and regulator. Within The Lone 
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Ranger productions of the 1990s and after, Tonto is also a capitulator to and survivor of 
aggressive United States expansion, with these two aspects of his role being intertwined. 
The idealism of Manifest Destiny as triumphant expansion is absent in later examples of 
The Lone Ranger franchise, in which the United States government and corporate 
entities are represented through the acts of aggressive expansion – associated with the 
outlaw and the destruction of honest societies. Within productions of the twenty-first-
century, Tonto is linked to an ineffective masked man with solutions that are no longer 
absolute, utilitarian or messianic. Tonto’s assimilation has become associated with 
colonial violence and a mediated form of Anglo-American culpability. 
It has been argued that Tonto’s initial characterizations constituted a stereotype of 
Native American identity as an Indian, whilst also providing the illusion of authentic 
knowledge of the Native American. The relationship between Native America and the 
Indian that Tonto occupies is arbitrary but allegorical. Tonto’s status as a foil to the Lone 
Ranger carries with it a parable of assimilation, wherein the interaction between the two 
characters presents a moral message of race relations. Until the 1950s, the assimilation 
of Tonto suggested an idealist relationship with Anglo-American society and the United 
States government. While the idealism of Tonto’s assimilation continued after the 
1950s, that decade also sees the catalyst of future changes emerging with The Lone 
Ranger’s Companion Tonto. Positioning Tonto as protagonist, albeit one that continues 
the masked man’s mission to “build the West” in the Lone Ranger’s absence. Partially 
discarding broken English, the functions of Tonto are expanded throughout post-1962 
productions from apprentice Anglo-American to act as an Indian regulator. With the 
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addition of extermination in contrast with assimilation to productions of the 1990s, the 
Romantic connotation of Tonto’s assimilation is absent in later productions of The Lone 
Ranger franchise.  Thus in 2013, Tonto has developed as foil to incorporate colonial 
violence and Anglo-American culpability, maintaining in the process the narrative of 
triumphant settlement which regulates the Indian to the past. 
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- - -. The Lone Ranger. #75 (Sept. 1954), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
24 Feb. 2013. 
 
 
 
338 
 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #76 (Oct. 1954), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
24 Feb. 2013. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #77 (Nov. 1954), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
24 Feb. 2013. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #78 (Dec. 1954), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
24 Feb. 2013. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #79 (Jan. 1955), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
24 Feb. 2013. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #80 (Feb. 1955), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
24 Feb. 2013. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #81 (Mar. 1955), New York: Dell Publications. 12 Jun. 2012. Web. 
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- - -. The Lone Ranger. #9 (Oct. 2007), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #10 (Nov. 2007), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #11 (Apr. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #12 (Aug. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #13 (Sept. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #14 (Oct. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #15 (Nov. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #16 (Dec. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #17 (Jul. 2009), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #18 (Sept. 2009), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #19 (Nov. 2009), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #20 (Feb. 2010), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #21 (April. 2010), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #22 (May. 2010), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #23 (Aug. 2010), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
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- - -. The Lone Ranger. #24 (Oct. 2010), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #25 (May. 2011), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger and Tonto. #1 (Mar. 2008), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. 
Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger and Tonto. #2 (Jan. 2009), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. 
Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger and Tonto. #3 (Oct. 2009), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. 
Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger and Tonto. #4 (Dec. 2010), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. 
Print. 
Parks, Ande (w) and Esteve Polls (p). The Lone Ranger. #1 (Jan. 2012), Runnemede: 
Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #2 (Feb. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #3 (Mar. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #4 (Apr. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #5 (May. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #6 (June. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #7 (Jul. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
 
 
 
350 
 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #8 (Aug. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #9 (Sept. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #10 (Nov. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #11 (Dec. 2012), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #12 (Jan. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #13 (Feb. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #14 (Apr. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #15 (Jun. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #16 (Jul. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #17 (Aug. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #18 (Sept. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #19 (Nov. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #20 (Dec. 2013), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #21 (Jan. 2014), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #22 (Feb. 2014), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #23 (Apr. 2014), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
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- - -. The Lone Ranger. #24 (May. 2014), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger. #25 (Jun. 2014), Runnemede: Dynamite Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger: The Death of Zorro. #1 (Mar. 2011), Runnemede: Dynamite 
Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger: The Death of Zorro. #2 (Apr. 2011), Runnemede: Dynamite 
Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger: The Death of Zorro. #3 (May. 2011), Runnemede: Dynamite 
Entertainment. Print. 
- - -. The Lone Ranger: The Death of Zorro. #4 (Jun. 2011), Runnemede: Dynamite 
Entertainment. Print. 
